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Bone up for better health
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Strong, healthy bones play a far greater role in our overall health than we realise.

AS women, we are constantly inundated with messages about the importance of bone health. We are told by medical 
professionals and the health food industry why we need good calcium intake, especially during our adolescent and 
younger adult years.

Everything that we know tells us that we must have strong and healthy bones in order to prevent osteoporosis in our 
older age.

But now, there is an even more compelling reason to look after our bone health – it turns out that strong, healthy bones 
play a far greater role in our overall health than we had previously realised.

What this means is that if you do not nourish your bones with the proper nutrients they need, you will not only suffer 
from brittle bones, but there will also be an impact on the other systems in your body, including your immune system, 
nervous system, insulin sensitivity, energy metabolism and weight management.

In order to understand how bone health affects all these systems, let us look at what we know about bone functions.

Bone functions

We usually don’t give much thought to our skeletal system, even though it is absolutely crucial for our survival and day-
to-day functioning. We know that one of its fundamental roles is to provide structural support for our muscles and 
protection for our internal organs, giving shape to our physique and allowing us to be mobile.

Our bones also act as a reservoir for important minerals, such as calcium, phosphorus and magnesium. For instance, 
the bone stores 99% of the body’s calcium and 85% of the body’s phosphorus. These mineral ions are vital to nerve 
and muscle cell functioning, as well as electrical conduction.

Our bone marrow is also a very important part the body, as this is where our blood cells and lymphocytes (a type of 
white blood cell) are produced.

These three functions of the skeletal system are well-known, but recently, scientists have discovered that there is more 
to our bones than we know, and it has led them to rethink the importance of maintaining bone health.

New insights

One of the newly discovered functions of bones relates to insulin sensitivity and weight management. Bones contain a 
type of cell called osteoblasts, which are actually bone-forming cells. It has been found that osteoblasts produce a 
hormone-like signalling protein called osteocalcin.

Osteocalcin stimulates the secretion of the hormone insulin from the pancreas, thus improving insulin sensitivity in 
tissues throughout the body. This means that the body is able to use a small amount of insulin effectively to convert 
blood glucose into energy, thus keeping glucose levels in the blood within a normal range.

If a person is not insulin-sensitive, blood glucose levels will start building up, leading to insulin resistance and type 2 
diabetes.

Osteocalcin is also thought to play a role in fat and weight management. It has also been found to reduce the 
deposition of fat tissues, while higher osteocalcin levels are associated with lower levels of a hormone called leptin.



Leptin is sometimes called the “hunger hormone” as it stimulates the feeling of fullness after a meal. This hormone is 
important in regulating our appetite and metabolism, and has to be kept in balance for healthy regulation of energy 
intake and expenditure.

We want to try and keep our leptin levels in check – not too high or too low – or else our energy metabolism will be 
disrupted. Overly high levels of leptin can lead to leptin resistance, which is similar to the way insulin resistance works.

Leptin resistance, which is usually seen in obese people, causes the body to be unable to respond to leptin, so the 
brain cannot cue a person to stop eating. This will clearly have a detrimental effect on a person’s ability to manage their 
weight.

High levels of leptin also causes a negative feedback response, where the more leptin your body’s fatty tissue 
produces, the less osteocalcin your bone cells release. That will have a bad effect on your insulin response as well, not 
to mention that your bones will eventually become weaker.

Apart from insulin and leptin resistance, poor bone health has also been found to be linked to atherosclerosis, a 
condition where the arteries harden and increases the risk of heart attack and stroke.

Brittle bones, particularly osteoporotic bones, are the culprit in this situation. When calcium leaches out as part of the 
process of osteoporosis, it builds up in the blood vessel walls, creating calcified plaque deposits. If these deposits 
break off and block the blood flow in smaller blood vessels, it could lead to a sudden heart attack or stroke.

Nutrients for bone and total health

With these new findings about the relationship between bone health and total body health, it becomes more important 
than ever to maintain the strength and health of our bones.

Nutrient intake is the key strategy to maintain strong bones, as there are certain vital nutrients that contribute to the 
composition of bones and work synergistically to optimise the body’s use of other nutrients.

Most of us have only heard about calcium for healthy bones. This mineral makes up a key component of our teeth and 
bones, with more than 99% of total body calcium residing in these body parts.

However, we do not have infinite amounts of calcium in our body. As we age, our bones lose calcium progressively. We 
need to be able to restock that reservoir of calcium, by consuming adequate amounts of readily-absorbed calcium.

While calcium is found in many of the foods we eat, not all food sources contain calcium in a form that can be 
absorbed by the body. Calcium supplementation, with the appropriate type of calcium and dosage, is needed to 
replenish our calcium stores.

There are many different formulations of calcium supplements, but those containing dicalcium malate and calcium bis-
glycinate are most suitable for those who want to optimise their bone health. These forms of calcium are easily 
assimilated, well tolerated, and effective at improving bone mineral density, an important measure of bone health.

Adults only need 1,000mg of calcium a day, while older women may require up to 1,200mg. More isn’t better in this 
situation, though, as higher doses do not provide additional benefits and may actually be detrimental as it could lead to 
kidney stones and other problems.

As I mentioned earlier, some nutrients are important to aid in the absorption of other nutrients. In the case of calcium, 
vitamin D is required to promote its absorption as well as its proper deposition in bone tissue, so that the calcium is 
able to maintain the scaffolding of the skeletal structure.

Vitamin D also promotes immune function, subdues inflammation, reduces arterial calcification, enhances cardiac 
function, improves brain and nerve tissue performance, and even prevents cancer by regulating the cell replication 
cycle.

Vitamin D is made by the skin when it is exposed to sunlight, which is abundantly available around us. However, many 
of us still suffer from vitamin D deficiency and may require supplementation. Doses of 2,000 to 10,000 IU per day are 
recommended to contribute towards optimal skeletal, cardiovascular, neurological, immunological and metabolic 
health.

Other vitamins and minerals that are considered essential to good bone health are magnesium, potassium, boron and 
vitamin K.

Magnesium deficiency increases the risk of osteoporosis, and is also linked with other chronic conditions like 
cardiovascular disease, insulin resistance and diabetes. Potassium contributes towards increasing bone mineral 
density, while boron is a trace mineral that supports the functions of calcium, magnesium and vitamin D.



Vitamin K also complements the role of vitamin D to ensure calcium is deposited in the bones, while also aiding in the 
production of bone-forming cells (osteoblasts), bone matrix proteins and osteocalcin.

These few micronutrients that I have just mentioned can be obtained by eating foods rich in these vitamins and 
minerals, particularly fruits and vegetables, grains, seeds and nuts.

Bone nutrition plays a huge role in our lives, not just to prevent osteoporosis, but also to reduce the risk of increased fat 
mass, insulin resistance, inflammation, and cardiovascular disease.
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