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Introduction1 

Welcome to Happy Bones 
Happy Bones is an education resource about bone health for children and 
adults with an intellectual disability.  
It has been developed for use by children, adults, families, carers and 
healthcare professionals on the importance of good bone health throughout 
life. 
If you don’t look after your bones they are at risk of becoming weak and 
may break easily.  The resource comprises of a booklet for use by families, 
carers, and healthcare professionals and a short video for service users 
which will guide and inform you about what you need to know about how to 
build and maintain your bones throughout life to keep them strong. 



Importance of Good Bone Health

Your skeleton is made up of bones. 

Without bones you would not be able to 
stand, sit, run or walk. 

The skeleton gives you the shape you 
have and gives you the ability to move. 

Your bones grow longer and bigger until 
teenage years and stronger into        
adult hood.

You need strong bones to:

• support you

• protect you

• help you move

• store important nutrients

• make new bone cells
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Bone health in people with an intellectual 
disability can be affected by:

• problems with muscles 

• difficulty with feeding, eating and 
swallowing

• reduced ability to participate in      
activities

• delayed physical development
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It is important to keep your bones 
healthy as possible throughout 
life.



Active Living2

Physical activity can play an important  
role in increasing and maintaining bone 
health throughout life.

Being inactive can lead to poorer bone 
health. It is important to have good bone 
health from an early age. 

There are many benefits to active living. 
As well as improving or maintaining 
bone health, other benefits are:

• improving your muscle strength

• improving your balance

• reducing your risk of falls

• helping you maintain your ideal 
weight

• helping you to keep healthy in body 
and mind

• have fun and meet people
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Intensity Levels of Activity 

Moderate 
Intensity 

Vigorous 
Intensity

Causes a slight 
but noticeable 
increase in your 
heart beat. You 
should be able to 
talk without 
difficulty.

Makes you ‘huff 
and puff’ and 
talking may be 
difficult.                       

Examples:       
brisk walking, 
swimming, 
cycling, rowing 
and dancing.

Examples: 
aerobics, brisk 
rowing, fast 
cycling, jogging, 
competitive sport 
like squash, 
football and 
tennis.

People with an intellectual disability 
should ensure that they adapt their  
physical activity to match their ability.

A chartered physiotherapist can advise 
you on the most suitable types of activity 
for you.
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It is important to remember people 
with medical conditions or those 
who have not been exercising     
regularly should consult a doctor  
before starting any exercise        
programme.



Recommended Daily Time Spent on 
Activity 

Adults Children up to   
20 yrs of age

30 minutes per 
day of moderate 
intensity

60 minutes per 
day 

These times can be broken into 
shorter episodes or be continuous
These times can be broken into 
shorter episodes or be continuous

General Advice Before Starting 
Any Activity

1. start an exercise programme    
gently and progress slowly and               
comfortably

2. the types of activity you do should 
be based on your age and ability

3. wear the right clothing and       
footwear

4. activities can be spread out 
across the whole day.                   
For example:

a) use the stairs instead of taking 
the lift

b) walk to the shops, school or 
work or 

c) take the dog for a walk 

5. bone needs to be constantly      
surprised so activities that involve 
changing direction or stopping/
starting are good

Also Remember 
If you experience any discomfort or 
pain stop the activity immediately 
and if necessary contact a health-
care professional.
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Activity for Strong Bones

There are 2 types of activity that are very 
important for strong bones, they are:

• bone strengthening (weight        
bearing) and

• muscle strengthening

Bone strengthening activities include 
any physical activity where you have to     
support the weight of your own body. 

Examples of bone strengthening           
activities include:

• jogging/running

• dancing

• football

• jumping / skipping

• aerobics e.g. Zumba 

• fast walking 

• low impact aerobics

• stair climbing

• pilates

•   wheelchair sport
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Where activities are available 

Try to access activities and/or 
classes in your area. Examples 
include:

• gyms

• swimming pools

• community centres

• and local parks

Each of these offer a great way 
to increase your activities 
whilst having fun at the same 
time. 



Muscle strengthening exercise make 
muscles work harder than day to day       
activity.

Examples include:

• lifting your own body weight

• lifting weights

• using exercise bands

• playing on playground          
equipment

If you use a wheelchair and transfer     
independently or with assistance, then it 
is important to keep your wrists strong 
for transferring. 

Tai Chi and balance classes can 
strengthen your legs and improve your 
balance and help prevent falls.

Recommended amounts of muscle  
strengthening exercise;

Muscle strength exercises should be 
done 2-3 days per week. If you don’t 
have much time for these exercises, 
do small amounts at a time. You can 
do just one body part each day. For 
example do arms one day, legs the 
next and trunk the next. 

Remember you can also spread these  
exercises out during your normal day.
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Bone Friendly Diet3

A bone friendly diet is important at any 
age to help build strong ‘happy’ bones 
and to protect against weak bones when 
you are older.

A bone friendly diet contains 

• calcium and 

• vitamin D

Everyone needs calcium and vitamin D 
in their diet regardless of their age. 

Eating a healthy balanced diet including 
5 a day fruit and vegetables to make 
sure you get all the vitamins and         
minerals needed for healthy bones.           

Make sure you include protein in your 
diet twice a day, this could be:

• fish

• meat

• dairy or

• vegetarian option
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Recommended daily allowance of   
Calcium 

Calcium sources:

Milk, yoghurt and cheese are all dairy 
foods, which are the richest food 
sources of calcium needed for healthy 
bones. 

The calcium present in dairy foods is  
easily absorbed by the body.

The best choices from the dairy group to 
include daily are milk and yoghurt. 

Full fat milk, low fat milk and skimmed 
milk have varying levels of fat but the  
calcium content changes only slightly. In 
addition, fortified milk is available from 
shops which contains extra calcium.

Milk is one of the most complete foods 
providing the body with most of the       
nutrients it needs.

Yoghurt and yoghurt drinks can also be 
included daily.

Cheese is also a good source of          
calcium. Cheese, especially full fat 
cheese is rich in fat. Having cheese a 
few times a week is better than having it 
every day. Cheese can add variety to the 
diet. 

Other foods which also have calcium in 
them include:

• tinned fish with soft bones such 
as salmon and sardines

• fortified breakfast cereals and 
some cereal bars

• green leafy vegetables such as  
broccoli and spinach

• baked beans, oranges, apricots

• some white bread has calcium 
added to the flour

Are you getting enough calcium?

You need to eat at least 3 servings each 
day from the dairy group of foods.

An example of 3 a day:

• milk over cereal at breakfast

• cheese sandwich at lunch

• yoghurt drink at supper
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Age Amount

Children              
(age 5-13yrs)

800-1300 mgs per 
day

Teenagers 1300 mgs per day

Adults                 
(age 19-50yrs) 1000 mgs

Adults                  
(age 51yrs plus) 1200 mgs



Other options:

• yoghurt and fruit at breakfast

• tinned fish at lunch

• custard with fruit for dessert

If you have a swallowing difficulty and 
require a soft textured food many of 
the dairy foods make a very good 
choice. For example:

• custard and milk pudding

• yoghurt and yoghurt drinks

• milk shakes and smoothies

• porridge and Ready Brek made 
with milk
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Calcium Sources mgs of Calcium

1/3rd Pint of Milk 250 mgs

1 pot yoghurt 250 mgs

half a tin 
sardines 250 mgs

1 oz cheddar 
cheese 200 mgs

2 slices white 
bread 150 mgs

1 tablespoon 
parmesan 
cheese

150 mgs

average serving 
of spinach 140 mgs

4 ozs (small tub) 
cottage cheese 100 mgs

Nestle cereals 
(40g) 110-210 mgs

Here are some examples of common 
food items which show how many mgs 
of calcium they have in them.

You can find out in most foods how much 
vitamin D and calcium they have in them 
from the packaging they are in.



Recommended daily allowance of     
Vitamin D

Age Amount

1 to 19 years 400 iu

20 to 49 years 400iu to 800 iu

50 years plus 800 iu to 1000 iu

Vitamin D sources:

Vitamin D is important because it helps 
the absorption of calcium into your body. 
This helps to strengthen your bones.

Vitamin D is sometimes known as the 
“Sunshine Vitamin” because the main 
source of vitamin D comes from the      
effect of direct sunlight on our skin.      
However, as there is not enough sunlight 
in this country you need to consider 
other sources of vitamin D.

Dietary sources of vitamin D are limited 
to a few foods and include:

• oily fish such as salmon,       
mackerel and sardines

• eggs

• liver 

• fortified margarines and some 
breakfast cereals

• fortified milk

Calcium and Vitamin D supplements:

If you have difficulty taking enough      
calcium and vitamin D in your diet then it 
is advisable to take a calcium and        
vitamin D supplement which can be    
prescribed by your doctor.

Examples of calcium and vitamin D    
supplements include:

• calcichew D3 forte - tablet

• caltrate- tablet

• osteofos D3 – liquid for those 
with swallowing difficulties
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Menu Ideas

Breakfast: Fortified breakfast cereals 
with fortified milk, white bread.

Lunch: Yogurt, yogurt drinks, cheese 
cubes as snacks. Cheese sandwiches.

Dinner: Add grated cheese to mashed 
potatoes, vegetables, sauces, savoury 
dishes, etc.

Dessert: Milk pudding or custard.        
Yoghurt over chopped fruit. Instant milk 
pudding (made with cold milk) with 
stewed fruit.

Treats: Cheese squares or triangles.   
Yoghurts or yoghurt drinks. Cereal bars 
fortified with calcium. Milky drink for     
example a latte coffee or a glass of milk.

Supper: Bowl of cereal before bed with 
milk or fortified milk. Hot chocolate made 
with milk or fortified milk.
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Some ideas for meal times



Items for Your Shopping List

• milk - fortified milk (with extra calcium 
& vitamin D) e.g. super milk

• yoghurt or fromage frais

• yoghurt drink

• milk pudding e.g. rice pudding

• custard

• cheese (including low fat types)

• dried apricots and dried figs

• white bread made with fortified flour 

• spinach

• broccoli

• tinned fish with soft bones e.g. 
salmon, sardines

• baked beans

• fortified orange juice (not squash)

• fortified breakfast cereals 
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Foods rich in calcium for healthy bones



Osteoporosis4

If you don’t look after your bones they 
are at risk of becoming weak and         
developing holes. 

This is called  osteoporosis. 

It is usually a silent disease, which 
means you don’t know you have it until 
you break a bone. Sometimes a bone 
can break very easily - particularly if you 
fall over.

Bones most affected are your wrist,      
ankle, the bones in your back and your 
hip bone.
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Risk Factors

Everyone is at risk of their bones           
becoming weaker as they get older.

If you don’t look after your bones you will 
be at higher risk of getting osteoporosis.

Risk factors include:

• family history

• not enough exercise

• diet low in calcium, vitamin D 
and protein

• smoking

• too much alcohol

• low body weight

• lack of periods (menstruation)

• certain conditions for example 
thyroid disorders, coeliac         
disease

People with intellectual disability may 
have other risk factors, which may         
include:

• inactivity due to mobility        
problems

• certain conditions such as 
Downs Syndrome

• additional conditions such as   
endocrine disorders 

• low vitamin D levels

• problems with eating, drinking 
and swallowing

• certain medications for example 
those used for epilepsy or to 
help with mood 

Osteoporosis can be treated. There are 
medications your doctor can provide you 
with if you have osteoporosis - these can 
help stop your bones getting weaker.

You cannot see that your bones are    
getting weaker so you need to have a 
scan of your bones. This scan is called a 
DXA  scan.
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The DXA scan measures the thickness 
of your bones, it does not hurt. You will 
be asked to lie on your back and on your 
side to have a picture taken of your hip 
bone and lower back bones.  Sometimes 
a picture is also taken of your wrist.

Your doctor can arrange for you to have 
a DXA scan.

Calcium and Vitamin D Supplements:

If you have difficulty taking enough      
calcium and vitamin D in your diet then it 
is advisable to take a calcium and        
vitamin D supplement. This can be      
prescribed by your doctor.

Examples of calcium and vitamin D    
supplements include:

• calcichew D3 forte - tablet

• caltrate- tablet

• osteofos D3 – Liquid for those 
with swallowing difficulties

Remember people with                
intellectual disability have an      
increased risk of developing      
osteoporosis from a young age. 
In most cases this can be         
prevented with good bone health.  
If you have osteoporosis this can 
be treated with medication and 
your bone strength can improve. 
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In Summary
If you wish to reduce your risk of 
osteoporosis you need to:
1. make sure you have enough 

calcium by including 3 or 
more servings of dairy foods 
each day

2. make sure you eat vitamin D 
rich foods each day

3. participate in activities each 
day to keep your bones 
healthy



Paula’s Story5

It is important for you to have strong 
bones.  Strong bones will support your 
body, help you to move and protect your 
body.  As you get older your bones may 
become weak and break easily. To keep 
your bones strong you need to take a 
bone friendly diet and be active every 
day.  Paula’s story will show you how 
she keeps her bones strong and how 
you too can have strong bones.

Paula is a 41 year old woman. She has 
Down Syndrome which may cause her 
bones to be weak.  She lives at home 
with her father. She has a sister who 
lives nearby who she likes to spend time 
with. They enjoy doing things together  
especially cooking. 
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Paula likes to eat healthy and to have a 
healthy weight.  She chooses healthy 
food everyday like fresh fruit and      
vegetables, fish or chicken, milk and    
yogurts. Paula knows to look after her 
bones she needs calcium and vitamin D 
and makes sure she includes it in her 
food choices each day.  

The bone friendly foods she selects are: 
breakfast – porridge with milk and         
fortified orange juice, lunch – cheese 
and ham sandwich, apple and yogurt, 
dinner – fish, vegetables and pasta.  

Paula also goes shopping with her sister 
and is careful about the foods she buys. 

Paula has always been active and when 
she was younger she liked gymnastics.  
Paula was very good at gymnastics and 
represented Ireland at the Special    
Olympics where she won many medals. 
Now Paula enjoys swimming and Zumba 
dancing.  
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When Paula attends work options she 
takes the bus or Luas. She walks to and 
from the bus and takes the stairs instead 
of the lift as she knows this is a good 
form of activity. 

All this activity will help keep Paula’s 
bones strong. 

If you want strong bones too you need a 
bone friendly diet and be active every 
day.
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Una’s Story - A Carer's Perspective6

Una lives in residential accommodation 
and has done so for many years. Una is 
very happy living there, she has her own 
room and socialises with her house 
mates when ever she wants to. She is 
supported by staff who also stay in the 
house. 

Una is involved in many of the day to 
day activities within the house. They 
regularly go for walks on the beach or in 
the park.

Una also plays badminton on a            
Saturday. She uses the treadmill            
alternate days as a form of exercise      
to help with weight control.
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Una has her meals with her house 
mates and staff. They are all involved in 
the day to day menu planning and the 
grocery shopping. They can say what 
food items they would like to buy in      
particular.

Staff support and guide them with      
making healthy eating choices without 
actually making the decisions for     
them. Una is given a lot of  support and 
guidance in making healthier eating 
choices and in particular encouraging an 
appropriate portion size. The  support  is 
not to restrict Una in relation to her diet 
or to tell her what and how much to eat 
we can only guide, ultimately it is Una’s 
decision what she likes and what she 
eats. She loves to try new food and 
keenly enjoys any new ideas or              
suggestions.

Una attends Work Options* (which is the 
day service for adults with a learning   
disability) in the city centre every        
Monday to Friday from 9a.m. until 4pm. 

Una brings a packed lunch each day – 
she enjoys a ham and cheese sandwich, 
or baked beans, yoghurt and piece of 
fresh fruit usually accompanied by a 
glass of fruit squash or water. Work     
Options is a big part of Una’s weekly    
activities and as a result she spends a 
lot of time with Sabine, her key worker, 
who supports and encourages Una with 
her daily routine.

As part of Work Options Una spends a 
lot of time participating in sport             
activities, which she clearly loves. She 
enjoys indoor bowling, Zumba,           
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kickboxing, tennis, table cricket and    
badminton. Una never misses a class 
and every activity is undertaken with a 
lot of passion and strength!

Una aims to live a healthy lifestyle as 
much as possible and to loose/maintain 
her weight. She wants to keep her     
quality of life as good as she can and to 
enjoy her life everyday. This she does 
through healthy eating and regular        
activity.

*Work options as well as being the day service also 

support service users with employment, college 
courses, taking part in the community and independ-
ent living and participating in activities.

24

Una’s Story is told by Sabine Uhlig - 
her key worker



Key Messages7
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• Bone health is important for everybody - no matter how old you are.
• A bone friendly diet consists of 3 key food groups

• calcium
• vitamin D
• protein

• An active lifestyle with regular bone strengthening activities will help 
you have healthy ‘happy bones’.

• It is important that you recognise if you are at risk of having or develop-
ing weak bones i.e. osteoporosis.

• If you have risk factors that may cause a weakness in your bones ask 
your doctor to refer for a DXA scan.

• Remember osteoporosis is both treatable and preventable.



Other Resources 8

This information booklet is accompanied 
by a short video about Paula’s Story. 

Paula’s story provides a brief insight into 
how she spends some of her time making 
sure she keeps her bones happy and 
healthy. Paula has been accompanied by 
her friend Una for many scenes in her 
story and also appearing with her are 
Sabine Uhlig (Work Options).

We are particularly grateful to Paula’s      
father and sister Ann and her family.

Other Linked Resources

The following web sites provide additional 
information about Bone Health, more      
information about what a DXA scan is and 
how it is done is available from the Happy 
Bones web site.

www.happybones.ie

www.bonehealth.co

www.foreverautumn.co

www.irishosteoporosis.ie
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