
Got Calcium? 
How to get the recommended level  
 
 
Have you had your recommended intake of calcium today?  Do you know what the 
appropriate amount is and how to incorporate it into your diet? Despite age, getting the 
recommended daily intake of calcium is extremely important because it builds and 
maintains strong bones to help prevent osteoporosis. Paying attention to diet and nutrients 
now will have an affect on the quality of life later.   
 
So, how much calcium is enough?  St. Luke’s Hospital and the National Academy of 
Sciences recommend the following guidelines:    
 

Infants 
(0 to 6 months) 210 mg/d 
(6 to 12 months) 270 mg/d 
 

Adolescents and young adults  
(8 to 18 years)  1300 mg/d 
 

Children  
(1 to 3 years)  500 mg/d 
(4 to 8 years)  800 mg/d 
 

Men and women  
(19 to 50 years) 1000 mg/d 
(51 and older)  1200 mg/d 
 

 
“Individuals often think that they don’t need to worry about their calcium intake until 
they are diagnosed with a problem,” said Diane Andrea, Registered Dietitian at St. 
Luke’s Hospital. “Osteoporosis is largely preventable by getting the recommended 
calcium early in life. It’s important to remember, if you don't get enough calcium from 
your diet, your body will ‘steal’ the calcium from your bones. This will eventually lead to 
porous bones and osteoporosis.”  
 
Now that you know how much calcium you should be getting each day, how do you do 
it? What if you do not prefer or are unable to drink milk? Are calcium supplements just 
as effective? 
 
Dairy Products 
Dairy products are one of the best sources of calcium because these products contain 
calcium that is easily absorbed by the body. See the sidebar chart of the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s 25 Major Food Sources of Calcium. This illustrates how dairy products 
compare to other food sources and how much calcium is in each serving.  
 
Although dairy is an excellent way to fulfill daily calcium requirements, some people 
have dietary restrictions regarding dairy products. According to the National Digestive 
Diseases Information Clearinghouse, between 30 and 50 million Americans are lactose 
intolerant. If you are in this category, you can receive the recommended requirement of 
calcium through other means. Lactose-free milk are used as an alternative or lactase pills 
may help you to comfortably ingest lactose. Boosting calcium levels with calcium-



fortified foods and drinks also is an excellent way to reach your requirements. For 
example, calcium-fortified orange juice can be an excellent source of calcium.   
 
Other Food Sources 
There are other alternative food sources that carry calcium. The sidebar chart provides a 
list of some of the best. Discuss this option with your physician. Some combinations of 
foods can hinder calcium from being absorbed. 
 
Supplements 
Most physicians prefer food sources over supplements for daily requirements of calcium. 
However, most agree that supplements are a viable source as well—especially by 
following the tips provided by the National Osteoporosis Foundation when purchasing 
supplements. 
 

• Calcium supplements come in many different forms. Look for calcium carbonate 
or calcium citrate—they are both easily absorbed and used by the body. Calcium 
carbonate should be taken with meals while calcium citrate can be taken anytime. 
 

• Read the bottle for the amount of “elemental” calcium in the supplement. This 
represents the amount of useable calcium in the mineral and will tell you how 
much supplement you will need to take per day. 
 

• The supplement must meet “dissolution” requirements, which measures how well 
the supplement will dissolve in your stomach. Dissolution is critical for the 
calcium to be absorbed. The National Osteoporosis Foundation suggest looking 
for labels that say “passed dissolution test” or “USP dissolution tested.” If you are 
unable to determine– test it at home. Place one tablet in a small glass of vinegar or 
warm water and stir occasionally. The tablet should dissolve within 30 minutes. If 
it does not, it is probably not dissolving in your stomach either.  
 

• Note that calcium is better absorbed if 500 mg or less are taken at one time.  
 

• Do not take calcium with iron—calcium hinders iron from being absorbed. Take 
them at separate times of the day. (This does not happen with calcium citrate or if 
iron is taken with vitamin C.) Also, talk to your doctor about possible interactions 
between calcium supplements and prescription and over-the-counter medications. 

 
Above all, talk to your doctor about your calcium intake. Remember, calcium is 
something that each one of us—regardless of age or condition—needs in our diet. Take 
an active role in your health and begin prevention today. 
 
To schedule an appointment for bone density testing or other women’s health services, 
call St. Luke’s Women’s Health Source Line at 314-205-6654. 
 



Sidebar: 
 

 
U.S. Department of Agriculture—24 Major Food Sources of Calcium 

 
Serving Size Food Amount of calcium (mg) 
1 cup Yogurt, plan, low fat 415 
1 cup Yogurt, fruit, low fat 314 
1 cup Skim milk 302 
1 cup 2% milk 291 
1 oz Swiss cheese 272 
1 oz Cheddar cheese 204 
1 oz Colby cheese 194 
1 oz American cheese 174 
1 cup Cottage cheese 155 
1 English muffin, with butter 103 
1 cup Sardines, in oil, drained 351 
3 oz Perch, cooked 117 
1 cup Tofu 260 
1 ½ cups Chef salad 235 
1 cup Almonds 332 
1 large Plain hamburger, with bun 74 
1 cup Broccoli, cooked 94 
1 cup, chopped Collards, cooked 357 
1 cup, chopped Kale, cooked 179 
1 cup Kidney beans, canned 69 
10 fl. Oz Vanilla shake 344 
1 cup Vanilla ice cream 170 
5 oz Tapioca pudding 119 
1 Taco 221 
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