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World Osteoporosis Day:

The risk factors and early warning
signs everyone needs to know about

October 20 marks World Osteoporosis Day — but despite
being a relatively common condition, many people are un-
aware they’re at risk.
According to Age UK, osteoporosis — which is associated
with weakened bones and often referred to as a ‘silent dis-
ease’, as symptoms can creep up on people — affects ap-
proximately three million people in the UK. Yet, many only
find out they have it when they break a bone.
“[Osteoporosis] is a condition characterised by weakened
bones, making them more prone to fractures,” explains Dr
Zulgarnain Shah, a medical director at SSP Health.
“It occurs when the body loses too much bone or makes
too little bone, or both. Diagnosis of osteoporosis typically
involves a combination of medical history, physical exami-
nation, and specialised tests, such as bone mineral den-
sity scans,” Shah adds.
Could | be at risk of osteoporosis?
According to Age UK, around half of women over 50, and
around one in nine men in the same age group, will expe-
rience a fracture due to osteoporosis. However, several
risk factors contribute to the development of the condition,
meaning some people may be more likely to get it.
“These include menopause, low calcium and vitamin D
intake during younger years, family history, a sedentary
lifestyle, smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, and
certain medications,” explains Shah.
“While it may not be possible to prevent all cases of osteo-
porosis, adopting a healthy lifestyle with regular weight-
bearing exercise, a balanced diet rich in calcium and vi-
tamin D, and avoiding smoking can help reduce the risk.”
Other things that increase risk include having a history of
“rheumatoid arthritis, low levels of oestrogen due to early
menopause, anorexia nervosa or Turner’s syndrome, hy-
perthyroidism, parathyroid disease, and conditions that
cause long periods of immobility”,.
What are the symptoms of osteoporosis ?
When you have osteoporosis, you may suffer from “in-
greased fracture risk, height loss, and chronic pain”, says
hah.
“Fractures associated with osteoporosis are known as
‘fragility fractures’, which can occur with minimal impact.
Fractures commonly occur in the spine, hip, and wrist, and
can lead to significant pain, disability, and reduced quality
of life,” he explains.
Are there any early warning signs?
Shah says: “Early signs of osteoporosis may not be appar-
ent until a fracture occurs. However, a precursor condition
called osteopenia may be detected through scans before
the onset of full-blown osteoporosis.”
Osteopenia is where the density of the bones decreases,
but not thoroughly enough to be classed as osteoporosis.
There are no real symptoms however, so it can only be
detected with scans. The good news is, lifestyle mea-
sures and sometimes treatment can help prevent it getting
Worse.
How is osteoporosis treated?
Treatment for osteoporosis is mostly aimed at “strengthen-
ing bones and preventing fractures”, says Shah. “This typi-
cally involves a combination of lifestyle modifications, such
as exercise and dietary changes, along with medication.
“Medications may include calcium, vitamin D and bisphos-
phonates, hormone therapy for postmenopausal women,
selective oestrogen receptor modulators (SERMs), and
other options.
“Regular monitoring and adherence to treatment plans can
help slow down or stop the progression of osteoporosis. A
bone density scan — also known as a DEXA scan — can
help monitor the progress of a condition and may be done
at three to five-year intervals to assess progress.
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