Do Vitamin D Supplements Improve Bone
Health?
By James J. Kenney,
PhD, FACN"
For many years, Americans —
especially postmenopausal
women — have been told to
take vitamin D and calcium
supplements to protect their
bones from thinning (osteopenia and osteoporosis) and to
reduce their risk of fractures.
More recently, some researchers have suggested that
extra vitamin D may also
strengthen muscles and reduce the risk of falls that lead
to bone fractures. Experts
have debated what the optimal
level of 25-hydroxyvitamin D
(25[OH]D) in the blood is for
improving both bone and musculoskeletal health. To help
clarify the possible benefits of
supplemental vitamin D, Dr.
Karen Hansen and colleagues
compared the effects of giving
three groups of post
menopausal women either a
(1) placebo, (2) low-dose vitamin D3 (a.k.a. cholecalciferol),
or (3) high-dose Vitamin D3 for
one year. The subjects were
older women who initially had

low vitamin D status as determined by a low 25(OH)D blood
test. This randomized, doubleblind, placebo-controlled clinical trial involved 230 postmenopausal women who were
75 years or younger with baseline 25(OH)D levels of between 14 and 27 ng/mL. The
researchers looked for
changes in total fractional calcium absorption, bone mineral
density (BMD), leg muscle
strength, and muscle mass.
One group received a daily
supplement of 800 IU vitamin
D3 and twice monthly yellow
placebo (n=75), and daily
white placebo and twice
monthly 50,000 IU vitamin D3
(n=79). The high-dose vitamin
D regimen achieved and maintained 25(OH)D levels ≥30 ng/
mL. After one year, changes in
total fractional calcium absorption were measured using 2
stable isotopes, and BMD and
muscle mass were measured
using dual energy x-ray absorptiometry. They used the
“Timed Up and Go” test to
measure muscle strength and

(continued on next page)
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The researchers concluded that high-dose Vitamin D3 therapy did
modestly increase calcium absorption, but the eﬀect was small and it
did not translate into measurable beneficial eﬀects on BMD, muscle
function, muscle mass, or falls or fractures after one year.
function, and also used a
Health Assessment Questionnaire and physical activity questionnaire."
The results of Dr. Hansen’s
study showed that after
baseline absorption was
controlled for, calcium absorption increased 1% (or 10
mg/d) in the high-dose arm
but decreased 2% in the lowdose arm (P = .005 vs highdose arm) and 1.3% in the
placebo arm (P = .03 vs highdose arm). However, they
found no significant changes
between the groups in spine,
mean total-hip, mean
femoral neck, or total-body
BMD, trabecular bone score,
muscle mass, and Timed Up
and Go or five sit-to-stand
test scores. They also found
nothing between group differences for the numbers of
falls, number of fallers, physical activity, or functional status.The researchers concluded that high-dose Vitamin D3 therapy did modestly
increase calcium absorption,
but the effect was small and
it did not translate into measurable beneficial effects on
BMD, muscle function, muscle mass, or falls or fractures

after one year. This data
provides very little support
for the views of some experts who recommend maintaining serum 25(OH)D levels of 30 ng/mL or higher in
postmenopausal women. Instead, they found that both
the low- and high-dose Vitamin D3 supplements failed to
provide any measurable
health benefit compared to a
placebo (such as improved
bone health or improved
muscle strength or function)
in this group of postmenopausal women whose
initial 25(OH)D levels were
less than 30 ng/mL. This
suggests that most older
women with 25(OH)D levels
in the 20s or higher are unlikely to benefit from taking
either an RDA dose or a
much higher dose of supplemental vitamin D (1)."
Dr. Rita Redberg, a professor of medicine with the University of California, San
Francisco’s Philip R. Lee Institute for Health Policy Studies and editor of JAMA Internal Medicine, went a step
further. She said “I think this
is the final, and negative,
word on vitamin D supple-
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mentation. There are a lot of
women getting vitamin D
blood tests and taking vitamin D supplements of various doses. This study suggests that those practices
should stop. In other words,
if you are going to start vitamin D to improve bone
health, and if you are currently taking it for that reason, you can stop. I know of
no other benefits for vitamin
D supplementation.”"
Bottom Line: While some
researchers continue to suggest that many Americans
have insufficient vitamin D
status and are recommending blood levels of 25(OH)D
of 30ng/ml to assure
stronger bones and muscles,
the data from this recent
study suggests that blood
levels above 15ng/ml (and
certainly above 20ng/ml) indicate vitamin D nutriture is
adequate at least for maintaining bone and muscle
health in post-menopausal
women.!
To see the references that
accompany this article,
please visit https://foodandhealth.com/vitamin-d-bonehealth/.

Healthful Shopping Activity
Ideas:"

"

Are your clients confident in the
grocery store? Having healthful
food around the house makes it
much easier to choose nutritious foods, so managing a
shopping trip well is key to
good health. Here are some
fun ideas to help your clients
get shopping savvy!"

"
Activity #1: Great to Evaluate"
"
Before your participants arrive,
arrange a few healthful and
unhealthful foods in discreet
areas of the room. Make sure
each food has nutrition information attached to it."

"

When your participants arrive,
divide them into groups. Explain that you have hidden a
set of foods around the room
and need them to evaluate
those foods using the Nutrition
Facts Panel. "

Each group must find the foods
and write down key information
about each one. You can decide whether to offer them
things to look for before they
begin searching (saturated fat,
calories per serving, etc) or
whether you want to evaluate
what they determine to be “key”
information on their own."

"

Let the groups search and take
notes, and once everyone is
wrapping up their projects, reconvene the class."

"
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"

September is Whole Grain
Month, so what better time is
there to explore whole grains?"

"

Lay out a series of different
grain foods, some healthful,
some not. A combination of
bread, whole grain pasta, regular pasta, white rice, brown
rice, muffins, crackers, and
cookies is a great place to
start. "

"

As a class, discuss the health
What did everyone find? Have
impact of each food and have
each group present information volunteers rearrange those obabout one of the foods they
jects in order of healthfulness.
chose. Is it healthful? CalorieFor example, the grain specdense? Nutrient-dense? What
trum might run (in order of
did they notice about that food? " highest to lowest grades):
brown rice, whole grain pasta,
Offer time for discussion be100% whole wheat bread, regtween each presentation, and
ular pasta, white rice, wheat
continue reviewing until you’ve
crackers, white bread, bluebercovered all the foods that you
ry muffin, and chocolate chip
hid. How can your clients apply cookies. Why would this order
what they’ve learned to their
be effective? Discuss everynext shopping trip?"
one’s thoughts as a class.

"
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Activity #2: Sliding Scale"

Join Communicating Food for Health
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"
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City/State/Zip: ___________________________________
Phone: _________________________________________
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health professional.
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Try Seafood Chowder!

Add the tomatoes, celery,
orange zest, bay leaf, pepper, and chicken broth.
Cook until the vegetables
are very soft. !
Remove bay leaf and puree
the soup. Return the puree
to the stove and add potatoes, cooking for 7 minutes.
Add the fish, then cook until
both the fish and the potatoes are done, about 10
minutes.!
Seafood Chowder!
Serves: 4 | Serving Size: 1 and 1/2 cups!

!

Ingredients:
1 tablespoon olive oil
1 cup chopped onions
1 clove garlic, crushed
2 plum tomatoes, cored and quartered
1 stalk celery, sliced
Grated zest of 1 orange
1 bay leaf
Black pepper to taste
3 cups low-sodium chicken broth
16 ounces potatoes (about 4), peeled and sliced
!
into 1/2-inch thick discs
1 pound fresh or frozen fish, cut into 3-inch pieces!

Serve hot, garnished with
herbs and shrimp.!
Nutrition Information:!
Serves 4. Each 1 and 1/2
cup serving has 506 calories, 6 g fat, 0 g saturated
fat, 0 g trans fat, 248 mg
cholesterol, 765 mg sodium,
40 g carbohydrate, 5 g fiber,
6 g sugar, and 70 g protein.!
Each serving also contains
18% DV vitamin A, 48% DV
vitamin C, 10% DV calcium,
and 33% DV iron.!

Optional Garnishes: Cooked shrimp and herbs!

Chef’s Tips:!

Directions: !

If you use frozen fish, be
sure to defrost it before
adding it to the soup.

Heat oil in large soup pot over medium heat. Add
the onion and sauté until soft, about 3-4 minutes.
Add the garlic and sauté for another minute.
Brought to you by:

©www.foodandhealth.com

Celebrate Chicken Month and Rice Month!

Nutrition Information:!
Serves 4. Each serving contains 237 calories, 3 g fat, 1
g saturated fat, 0 g trans fat,
20 mg cholesterol, 25 mg
sodium, 41 g carbohydrate,
3 g dietary fiber, 2 g sugar,
and 12 g protein.!
Each serving also has 9%
DV vitamin A, 18% DV vitamin C, 3% DV calcium, and
11% DV iron.!
Chicken with Rice!
Serves: 4 | Serving Size: 1 and 1/2 cups!

!

Ingredients:
1 cup brown rice, dry
2 cups water
3/4 cup cooked skinless chicken breast, cubed
1/2 cup green peas
1/4 cup diced bell pepper
1/4 cup chopped green onion
1 teaspoon ground cumin
1 teaspoon coriander
1 teaspoon granulated garlic
1/4 teaspoon paprika !
Directions: !
Put all ingredients in a large wide pan and bring
them to a boil. !
Lower heat to a simmer, then cover the pan and let
everything cook until the water is absorbed, about
30 minutes. !

Chef’s Tips:!
This one-pot meal requires
a fair bit of chopping, but
cleanup is quick and easy.!
Add spinach or other greens
for more color and nutrients.
In the picture above, I’ve
added sautéed bok choy,
broccoli, and carrots.!
This dish is also called arroz
con pollo.!
You can make this in a rice
cooker too! Simply place all
the ingredients into a rice
cooker and cook until done,
about 30 minutes.!
September is both Rice
Month and Chicken Month.

Fluff with a fork and serve hot.
Brought to you by:
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Brain-Healthy Foods
For the most part, the foods you eat to help
your heart also nourish your noggin. People
with heart disease are more likely to have
cognitive impairments and dementia. That’s
not surprising since both the heart and the
brain require healthy blood vessels free of
atherosclerosis. !

rates of developing dementia or mild cognitive
impairment. Enjoy fish that is baked or
broiled, not fried or breaded. !

!

Nourish your noggin with unsaturated
fats. Cook with oils instead of butter and
margarine. Enjoy seeds and nuts, nut butters,
olives, and avocados. Diets high in saturated
fats – think animal fats and coconut - appear
to harm cognitive function and memory,
whereas eating foods rich in unsaturated fats
might help. !

!

Nourish your noggin with fruits and vegetables. Unfortunately, these are some of the
most under-consumed foods. But fortunately,
they’re easy to fit in the diet. Fruits and vegetables provide a bevy of nutrients, including
dietary fiber, potassium, magnesium, folate,
and vitamins A, C, and K as well as a variety
of health-boosting phytochemicals.!
• Lutein, a phytochemical relative of betacarotene, may boost cognitive performance
in older adults. Lutein is found in leafy
greens, winter squash, corn, peas, pistachios and even egg yolks.!
• One study found that a high consumption of
apples, pears, and other white fruits and
vegetables may protect against stroke.!
• Greater intakes of blueberries and strawberries are associated with slower rates of
cognitive decline among older women.!
Make a commitment to eat fruits and/or vegetables at every meal and snack.!

!

Nourish your noggin with herbs and
spices. Sprinkle more herbs and spices and
less salt. Sodium tends to increase blood
pressure, which is harmful to both the heart
and the brain. Herbs and spices have the
same types of nutrients and phytochemicals
that are present in fruits and vegetables. !

!

Your total diet and lifestyle matter. Don’t forget to make time for sleep, exercise and
stress management.!

!

By Jill Weisenberger, MS, RDN, CDE, FAND

!

Nourish your noggin with fish. Choose fish
that are high in omega-3 fatty acids, like
salmon, sardines, tuna and trout. Researchers found that individuals with the
highest amounts of fish-derived omega-3 fatty
acids in their blood were 40% less likely to
have an infarct (small area of dead tissue) in
their brains compared to those with low
amounts of omega-3 fats in their blood. Other
research shows that fish-eaters have slower
Brought to you by:
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Sugary Drinks and Diabetes
Sugary sodas raise your blood sugar and
provide extra calories with no nutritional benefit. That’s not healthy for anyone, but if you
have diabetes, it’s vital to find other ways to
quench your thirst. !

!
What Should I Drink?!
!

Water is the obvious choice. Jazz it up with
lemon, lime, or orange wedges. You could
also get a flavor-infusing water bottle or
pitcher and experiment with cucumber,
berries, apples, melon, and other fruits. !

!

Unsweetened tea is another good option, with
the added bonus of antioxidant content. Try
different black, green, and herbal teas. Experiment with whether you prefer them hot or
iced. Beware of tea from a soda fountain,
along with bottled teas, both of which often
contain added sugar.!

!

Black coffee is sugar-free. While some people find that coffee raises their blood sugar,
others experience the opposite, so check for
yourself. Of course, mochas, lattes, and
blended coffee drinks are out — they’re too
high in sugar.!

ings of milk or other dairy products daily. Be
sure to count the carbs—there are 12 grams
per cup.!

!
What About 100% Fruit Juice? !
!

While there’s no added sugar in fruit juice, the
natural sugars do affect your blood sugar. For
the same amount of carbs, a fresh orange
provides fiber, which will make you feel full,
while four ounces of orange juice won’t be as
satisfying.!

!
What About Diet Soda?!
!

!

Sugar-free or diet drinks would seem to be
the obvious sub for sugary beverages, but it’s
not that simple. Will they satisfy your craving
for something sweet, or make you crave more
sugar? With zero calories, will they help you
lose weight? The research isn’t conclusive,
so go easy on artificially-sweetened sodas,
teas, sports drinks, and flavored water. Consider them a treat and don’t drink them like
water.!

Make your own fizzy soda using club soda or
seltzer water (also called soda water or carbonated water), which are sugar-free. Some
club soda is higher in sodium, so be sure to
check labels. Boost flavor just like you would
with water, or add a splash of fruit juice —
just remember to measure and count the
carbs. !

!

!

Low-fat or fat-free milk fits into a healthy eating plan, and experts recommend 2-3 serv-

By Hollis Bass, MEd, RD

Brought to you by:
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Shopping Beyond the Perimeter
For years, dietitians and health professionals
have been promoting one method of food
shopping — “shopping the perimeter” — as a
way to help you choose foods that support a
healthy diet. Most markets keep their fresh
foods on the outside aisles of the store; fruits
and vegetables, dairy, meats, and fish can all
be found there. These foods are certainly the
mainstays of a healthy diet, but if you are
only shopping the periphery, you are missing
out on some key nutrients in items that reside
within the middle of the store. Let’s check out
some of these nutrient-dense gems that you
will find beyond the perimeter.!

number of hours before using them in a
recipe. Canned beans come ready to eat, but
they can be high in sodium. Rinsing them before adding them to a salad or chili will help
reduce the sodium, or look for a low-sodium
option.!

!

Nuts and Nut Butter Aisles!
Here is another opportunity to add plantbased proteins to your diet. Nuts (and seeds)
can be found raw or roasted, salted or sodium-free, and even flavored with cinnamon or
dipped in chocolate! For the most nutrients
for your buck, reach for the packages with
the fewest ingredients – nuts
may not be the only ingredient, so if the list goes beyond three (including salt
and oil), you may be getting
more than you expected,
and less of what your body
needs (i.e. sugar, artificial
sweeteners, starches). The
same can be said for nut
butters: Choose your
peanut, almond, cashew, or
sunflower butters with the
fewest ingredients to ensure that you reap
the health benefits of nuts, including their essential fatty acids, without consuming unnecessary fillers or flavorings.!

!

Bread and Grains Aisles!
Grain-based foods contain
fiber, as well as vitamins
and minerals that may not
be in fruits and vegetables.
Although there are lots of
loaves to choose from, look
for breads that contain
100% whole grains and no
high fructose corn syrup.
When shopping for grains,
make at least half of your
grains whole. Whole grains include wholewheat pasta, brown rice, bulgur, amaranth
and barley. If you are looking for whole
gluten-free grains, try quinoa, buckwheat,
corn, and oats.!

!

!

Next time you are shopping in your local
market, make sure to fill your cart primarily
with the fresh foods from the perimeter of the
store, and then venture to the center aisles to
select plant-based proteins and whole grains.
Your body will thank you!!

Canned and Dried Goods Aisles!
Although it is best to buy your fruits and vegetables fresh, if you skip the canned and
dried foods section, you will miss out on an
important protein source – beans! Beans can
be purchased dry or canned, but if you buy
dried beans, be prepared to soak them for a

!

By Beth Rosen, MS, RD, CDN
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Diabetes and Weight Loss
There’s good news for overweight people
with type 2 diabetes: small amounts of weight
loss can benefit you in many ways! In fact,
losing weight soon after diagnosis may offer
better blood pressure and glucose control
years down the line, even if the weight is regained. !

significant differences if the diets were low or
high in carbohydrate, fat, or protein. One of
the most important factors for success appears to be the number of contacts the dieters have with the study personnel. That’s
not surprising, given how hard it is to lose
weight. !

Research from the Look AHEAD trial shows
that losing weight protects the health of people with type 2 diabetes in myriad ways. It…!
• Reduces the need for medications for
blood pressure, blood sugar, and cholesterol. This comes with a cost savings
too!!
• Protects against fatty liver disease.!
• Improves sleep apnea.!
• Decreases symptoms of depression.!
• Improves health-related quality of life.!
• Decreases the risk of diabetic eye and
kidney diseases.!

What to Do if You Have Diabetes and Want
to Lose Weight:!

!

!

What’s the Best Weight Loss Diet for People with Diabetes?!

!

There’s good news here too. Research tells
us that there are lots of healthful ways to eat.
In fact, the American Diabetes Association
clearly states that there is no one-size-fits-all
diet. When researchers compared various
types of diets for weight loss, there were no

!
!

Work with a registered dietitian nutritionist,
certified diabetes educator, or other qualified
healthcare practitioner to help you individualize a diet that meets your health goals and
your preferences. Since people with lots of
support and lots of contacts with their nutrition counselor appear to lose the most
weight, invest in a program that offers longterm support. Ask if you’re at risk for low
blood sugar (hypoglycemia) if you change
your diet, increase your physical activity, or
lose weight. Finally, put your emphasis on
healthy behaviors, not just weight loss. !

!

People with diabetes also need to pay attention to the health of their hearts. Eat well and
be active to control blood pressure and cholesterol levels too. !

!

By Jill Weisenberger, MS, RDN, CDE, FAND
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