
Osteomalacia

There is generally a perception that diseases caused due to malnutrition are predominantly 
prevalent only amongst the poor and underprivileged. However lack of awareness amongst 
the public results in a high prevalence of certain conditions like osteomalacia amongst the 
affluent also. 

Osteomalacia is a condition leading to softening of the bones due to defective deposition of 
minerals, especially calcium in the bone. It is mainly caused by the lack of vitamin D which 
is obtained from diet and sunlight exposure. Various studies have shown that a large number 
of people suffer from this condition in India and in many places it is endemic. According to a 
study conducted in Delhi and Lucknow, upto 20% of the people surveyed group had severe 
osteomalacia. 

The  causes  of  osteomalacia  include  insufficient  exposure  to  sunlight,  faulty  diet  with 
insufficient quantities of vitamin D and Calcium, faulty metabolism of vitamin D, certain 
diseases of the kidney and the intestine and intake of certain drugs for tuberculosis, asthma 
and  epilepsy.  The  requirements  of  vitamin  D  and  calcium  increases  during  childhood, 
pregnancy, lactation after menopause. Inadequate supplementation may lead to osteomalacia. 
Despite the sunny climate, Indians are predisposed to Osteoporosis because of the dark skin. 
In addition life style also determines the degree of exposure to sunlight. This is especially 
true for  the elderly people  who are confined within the house,  people living in crowded 
locations (especially slums) and the large number of Indian women who cover their face or 
heads when going out.

Osteomalacia results in diffuse pain especially in the lower back and hips. As the disease 
progresses, the proximal muscles of the body become weak and there is difficulty in climbing 
stairs and standing up from the squatting position. The soft bones predispose to fractures and 
deformities of the bone. Very often the only symptom is generalized fatigue.

The condition is often under diagnosed and mis-diagnosed. It is also often confused with 
Osteoporosis. Whereas Osteomalacia results from inadequate deposition of Calcium in the 
protein matrix of bone, Osteoporosis is due to deficiency of the protein matrix itself.  

Osteomalacia  can be diagnosed by simple  blood tests.  The treatment  is  very simple  and 
consists  of  oral  supplementation  of  vitamin  D  and  calcium.  However,  it  is  very  easily 
preventable through adequate exposure to sunlight, a healthy diet consisting of enough diary 
products and vitamin D & calcium supplementation during childhood, pregnancy, lactation 
and after menopause.
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