
Calcium Supplements and Heart Disease 
 

There has been a recent publication by Dr. Mark Bolland and 
colleagues from the University of Auckland, NZ, in the British Medical 
Journal (published online on July 31 2010), picked up by the media, 
about calcium supplements and a possible increased risk of heart 
disease. 
 
Osteoporosis Australia believes the results of this study, while being an 
important alert to possible harm, do not provide sufficient evidence to 
recommend that older women with osteoporosis should stop taking calcium 
supplements because of an increased risk of myocardial infarction (heart 
attacks). There is good evidence that calcium plays an important role in 
helping to prevent fractures. Preventing a fracture when we are older 
means that we are more likely to be able to maintain a better quality of life 
as we age: remaining mobile and living independently. Ensuring we 
consume sufficient calcium can help reduce our risk of fracture by 10-24%. 
However, the use of higher doses of calcium supplements in preventing 
osteoporosis should now be discouraged. 
 
This new study which reviewed existing trials of calcium supplements to 
prevent fractures, showed an increased risk of myocardial infarction in 
elderly women and men taking calcium supplements. Importantly, 
cardiovascular events or death were not the primary study end-points. 
There was no increase in the risk of stroke and/or death in participants 
taking calcium supplements and none of the individual trials included in the 
analysis showed an increase in the risk of heart attacks. However, while 
some studies used medical and hospital records to verify the diagnosis of 
heart attacks, in some trials the diagnosis was based on self-reporting by 
patients. In addition, when evaluating these results it is important to 
consider that the total calcium intakes of the participants in these trials 
were up to 2400 mg per day (dietary calcium plus supplements). These 
levels are considerably higher than the current recommended dietary 
calcium intakes of 1000 to 1300 mg per day for adults and the elderly. At 
levels of calcium exceeding 2000 mg per day there may be some cause for 
concern. This is confirmed by the New Zealand study, which did not show 
an adverse effect of calcium supplements when dietary calcium intakes 
were less than 804 mg per day. 
 



In addition, a similar analysis of several randomized controlled trials where 
calcium supplements were given, funded by the American Heart 
Association and published earlier this year, showed no adverse heart 
problems, or other negative effects, of taking calcium supplements alone.  

New Australian data from Professor Richard Prince’s group in Perth also 
show no increase in heart attacks in elderly women on calcium 
supplements (at a dose of 1200mg per day), who were followed for a total 
of 9.5 years (5 years on calcium supplements and a further follow-up period 
of 4.5 years). Importantly, myocardial infarction in this study was validated 
through hospital admission data linkage.  
 
Osteoporosis Australia would recommend achieving a total daily calcium 
intake of 1000 mg to 1300 mg per day, depending on age and sex, which 
should be achieved whenever possible through dietary intake from calcium-
rich foods, with the addition of calcium supplements, when required. Many 
Australians do not consume sufficient dietary calcium, particularly those in 
the older age groups. Calcium supplements at a dose of 500 to 1000 mg 
per day, may be required in some individuals to increase total intakes to 
these recommended levels when this is not possible through dietary means 
alone. 
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