Are You Calcium Deprived? 

BY DELIA A. HAMMOCK, M.S., R.D. 

Most women are. Find out how much you really need to keep your bones strong. Plus: new ways to sneak more calcium into your diet. 
Calcium not only builds strong bones, it also helps prevent bone loss as we age. Your bones, which are a storage house of calcium, could be robbed of calcium if you're not consuming enough of it through your diet or not absorbing it properly (which can happen with vitamin D deficiency). Over a lifetime, inadequate calcium intake or absorption can lead to osteoporosis. 

It may even ease PMS, ward off high blood pressure and prevent colon cancer. But most of us still don't get enough of this essential mineral -- despite the ever-expanding array of calcium-enriched products and supplements now on the market. Below, we sort through the hype and clear up the facts. 

Another reason it's so important: It's also essential for vital functions such as helping your muscles contract, maintaining your heartbeat and enabling your blood to clot.

However, it is possible to take in too much calcium, especially if you eat lots of dairy products along with several servings of calcium-fortified foods daily. The upper limit for calcium is 2,500 mg per day. Beyond that, calcium interferes with the absorption of other nutrients and may increase the risk of kidney stones.

 

Q: How much calcium do I really need?
A: Up until age 50, women (and men) need 1,000 milligrams per day, and 1,200 mg per day from then on. Some experts believe that postmenopausal women who aren't on hormone replacement therapy actually need 1,500 mg per day. The average American, by contrast, consumes only 600 mg daily. 

Q: Can I get what I need from food?
A: Yes, but you have to work at it. Dairy foods are by far the richest source of calcium. For example, an eight-ounce glass of milk is packed with 300 mg; a six-ounce container of plain yogurt also contains about 300 mg; and an ounce of hard cheese (like Swiss) has 270 mg. A variety of vegetables -- especially the green leafy kind -- fruits and nuts also contain small amounts of calcium. But you would have to eat an enormous quantity to meet your daily calcium goal. Case in point: To match the calcium in a glass of milk, you'd need to down almost a cup of almonds or four cups of chopped, cooked broccoli! Of course, plenty of cereals, juices, snack bars and other foods are now fortified with calcium (see "Surprising Sources," below). Even some convenience foods contain the mineral. But don't assume that a food is healthy if it contains calcium; it could also be heavy in sugar and artery-clogging trans fats. So be sure to read the label. 

	Surprising Sources
	 

	Suddenly, calcium is in everything, from cereals to snack bars. Below, some common calcium-fortified foods and how much of the mineral each provides.
	 

	Food
	Calcium (mg)

	General Mills Whole Grain Total cereal (3/4 cup)
	1,000

	General Mills Harmony cereal (1 1/4 cups)
	600

	Lactaid Calcium-Fortified Milk (1 cup)
	500

	Quaker Oatmeal Nutrition for Women (one packet)
	500

	Calcium-fortified orange juice (1 cup)
	350

	Clif Luna bar (one)
	350

	Nestlé Fat Free with Marshmallows Hot Cocoa Mix (one packet)
	300

	Kellogg's NutriGrain Cereal Bars (one) 
	200

	Kellogg's Eggo Waffles (two)
	100


Q: I don't like dairy foods. Can I get calcium from soy milk and tofu?
A: Unfortunately, neither of these are good sources of the mineral -- unless they are fortified. 

Q: How can I figure out how much calcium I'm consuming?
A: Keep a food diary for a few days. For packaged foods, check the percent daily value for calcium on the label. (Remove the percent sign and add a zero to convert the daily value into milligrams. For example, 30% means the food has 300 mg of calcium.) 

Determining the amount of calcium in produce or nuts isn't as easy. You can consult nutrition books or check out our helpful calcium content chart -- we've done some of the legwork for you! Add up your calcium intake each day to find out how you're doing. If you're not getting enough, you should probably take a supplement. 

Click here http://magazines.ivillage.com/goodhousekeeping/hb/health/spc/0,,284594_296112,00.html for a Calcium Counter that will let you know how much you need based on your age and a few other factors!

 

