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Panel Asks Dairy Avoiders: Are You Getting Enough?

People who are lactose intolerant — and those who believe they are, but have never been diagnosed with the condition — should make sure they are meeting recommended intakes of calcium and other essential nutrients found in dairy products, according to a panel convened for a Consensus Development Conference at the National Institutes of Health (NIH).  

Lactose intolerance is the syndrome of diarrhea, abdominal pain, flatulence, and/or bloating occurring after the ingestion of lactose, a sugar found in milk and other dairy products. The symptoms of lactose intolerance result from bacterial fermentation of undigested lactose in the colon. The panel was convened in February 2010 to identify the extent of lactose intolerance and the most effective ways to manage it.

The panel’s statement noted that many people incorrectly diagnose themselves as being lactose-intolerant. Those with diagnosed or perceived lactose intolerance often avoid dairy products, which constitute a readily accessible source of calcium, other nutrients, and vitamin D (when fortified). Avoiding these products, however, may increase the risk for chronic health problems such as osteoporosis and decreased bone health. 

"A lot of people who think they have lactose intolerance don't," said panel and conference chairperson Dr. Frederick J. Suchy, chief of pediatric hepatology at Mount Sinai School of Medicine. "They may have other conditions, or they may just need to consume smaller amounts of dairy products. Whether they are truly lactose intolerant or not, it is important that they meet recommended intakes of calcium and other essential nutrients."
 
After assessing the currently available data on lactose intolerance and health, the conference panel arrived at the following conclusions:

· Lactose intolerance is a real and important clinical syndrome, but its true prevalence is not known.
· The majority of people with lactose malabsorption (a decreased ability to digest lactose) do not have clinical lactose intolerance. Many individuals who think they are lactose intolerant are not lactose malabsorbers.
· Many individuals with real or perceived lactose intolerance avoid dairy and ingest inadequate amounts of calcium and vitamin D, which may predispose them to decreased bone accrual, osteoporosis, and other adverse health outcomes. In most cases, individuals do not need to eliminate dairy consumption completely.
· Evidence-based dietary approaches with and without dairy foods and supplementation strategies are needed to ensure appropriate consumption of calcium and other nutrients in lactose-intolerant individuals.
· Educational programs and behavioral approaches for individuals and their healthcare providers should be developed and validated to improve the nutrition and symptoms of individuals with lactose intolerance and dairy avoidance.

The panel’s statement is an independent report and is not a policy statement of the NIH or the Federal Government. The conference sessions may be viewed via an archived webcast. The event was sponsored by NIH’s Office of Medical Applications of Research and the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, along with other components of the NIH and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

Additional materials, including a press release issued at the conference, are available on the conference homepage.
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