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GASTROENTEROLOGY & LIVER DISEASES

LACTOSE INTOLERANCE

Lactose intolerance is a condition that makes it hard for your body to digest milk and foods made with milk (called dairy products). If you have lactose intolerance and you eat dairy products, you can get diarrhea, belly pain, and gas.

Lactose intolerance can affect anyone. But it is most common among Native American, Asian, and black people. 

In people who do not have lactose intolerance, the body makes a protein called an “enzyme” that breaks down lactose, the main form of sugar found in milk. In people who do have lactose intolerance, the body either does not make enough of the enzyme, or the enzyme does not work as well as it should. Also, some infections, such as you might get with food poisoning, can damage the enzyme. But if that happens, the problem usually goes away within a few weeks. Luckily, people with lactose intolerance can take an enzyme supplement to help with their problem. 

Symptoms: The symptoms happen only after you eat dairy foods. They can include:
- Cramps or belly pain (usually around or below the belly button) 

- Bloating (feeling like your belly is full of air)

- Gas 

- Diarrhea (often it is bulky, foamy, and watery) 

- Vomiting (this happens mostly in teens) 

Is there a test for lactose intolerance?: Yes. But a test is not always needed. If your doctor or nurse suspects you have lactose intolerance, he or she might start by treating you for lactose intolerance. If you get better, you probably won’t need any more tests. 
If you do need tests, there are 2 ways to test for lactose intolerance. 

1.- Lactose hydrogen breath test: For this test, you drink a liquid that has lactose in it. Then you breathe into a special machine every 30 minutes. The machine measures how much hydrogen you breathe out. People who have lactose intolerance breathe out more hydrogen than normal. 

2.- Lactose tolerance test: For this test, you drink a liquid that has lactose in it. The doctor or nurse will take blood samples from you when the test starts, and again 1 and 2 hours later. If your blood has low levels of sugar after you drink the lactose, it means you probably have lactose intolerance. 

Treatment: it can include: 

- Eating less dairy food 

- Finding non-dairy sources of nutrients (such as calcium and vitamin D) and protein

- Taking an enzyme supplement that will help you break down dairy foods 

How do I reduce the amount of dairy foods I eat?: You can start by avoiding or cutting down on foods you know contain dairy. Dairy foods include milk, cream, ice cream, yogurt, cheese, and butter (see Table).

If you are really sensitive to diary foods or lactose, you will also need to read the labels on everything you eat. Milk or lactose is sometimes added to foods you might not suspect, such as cereal, instant soups, and salad dressings. Check the ingredient list of foods for anything that might suggest lactose. Look for these words: 

- Milk, “milk byproducts,” “dry milk powder,” and “dry milk solids”

- Lactose

- Whey (whey is milk that has gone sour) 

Also, keep in mind that some medicines are made with lactose. Most people who are lactose intolerant can handle the very small amount in medicines. But if you are very sensitive, mention it to your pharmacist.

Which enzyme supplement should I use?: There are many enzyme supplements to choose from, including Lactaid® (tablets or liquid), Lactrase®, LactAce®, Dairy Ease®, and Lactrol®. You should take the supplement right before you start eating. If you forget, you can take it during the meal, but it might not work as well.

The important thing to know is that each product works a bit differently for each person. Plus, none of them can break down every last bit of lactose, so some people still have symptoms even with an enzyme supplement.

Should I take calcium or vitamin D supplements?: That depends on whether you completely avoid dairy foods. If you do, your doctor might recommend calcium supplements. He or she might also check your vitamin D levels to decide whether you should take supplements. 

Is lactose intolerance basically a food allergy?: No. There are people who are allergic to milk and dairy foods. But the symptoms of a dairy allergy are often different than those of lactose intolerance. In the case of an allergy, the body reacts to the protein in milk, rather than to the sugar. Plus, allergies involve the body’s infection-fighting system, called the immune system. Lactose intolerance does not.

Amount of lactose in different foods

	Product
	Lactose content (grams)

	Milk (1 cup)

	    Whole, 2 percent, 1 percent, skim
	9-14

	    Buttermilk
	9-12

	    Evaporated milk
	24-28

	    Sweetened condensed milk
	31-50

	    Lactaid® milk (lactose-reduced)
	3

	    Goat's milk
	11-12

	    Acidophilus, skim
	11

	Yogurt, low fat, 1 cup
	4-17

	Cheese, 1 ounce

	    Cottage cheese (1/2 cup)
	0.7-4

	    Cheddar (sharp)
	0.4-0.6

	    Mozzarella (part skim, low moisture)
	0.08-0.9

	    American (pasteurized, processed)
	0.5-4

	    Ricotta (1/2 cup)
	0.3-6

	    Cream cheese
	0.1-0.8

	Butter (1 pat)
	0.04-0.5

	Cream (1 tablespoon)

	    Light, whipping, sour
	0.4-0.6

	Ice cream (1/2 cup)
	2-6

	Ice milk (1/2 cup)
	5

	Sherbet (1/2 cup)
	0.6-2


	Calcium for People with Lactose Intolerance 

	Calcium is essential for the growth and repair of bones throughout life, and has been suggested as a preventive for other diseases. Because milk and other dairy products are a major source of calcium, lactose intolerant children and adults must be concerned with getting enough calcium in a diet that includes little or no milk.

The recommended daily dietary allowance (RDA) for calcium, released in 2004 by the National Academy of Sciences, varies by age group:0 to 6 months, 210 mg

· 6 months to 1 year, 270 mg

· 1 to 3 years, 500 mg

· 4 to 8 years, 800 mg

· 9 to 18 years, 1,300 mg

· 19 to 50 years, 1,000 mg

· 51 to 70 years, 1,200 mg

· Pregnant and nursing women under age 19, 1,300 mg

· Pregnant and nursing women over age 19, 1,000 mg

Many nondairy foods are high in calcium, including the following:

· Green vegetables, such as collard greens, turnip greens, broccoli, and kale (Swiss chard, spinach, and rhubarb are not listed because the body cannot use their calcium content - they contain substances called oxalates, which block calcium absorption)

· Fish with soft, edible bones, such as salmon and sardines

· Yogurt with active cultures (may be a good source of calcium for many people with lactose intolerance, as evidence shows that the bacterial cultures used in making yogurt produce some of the lactase enzyme required for proper digestion)

Vitamin D is necessary for the body to absorb calcium; therefore, a diet should provide an adequate supply of vitamin D. Sources of vitamin D include eggs and liver, as well as sunlight.
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