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Abstract
During the lifetime of Physics in Medicine and Biology, osteoporosis has been
recognized as the cause of a major health burden for societies, particularly
within developed countries. The health detriment is associated with the
consequences of bone fractures and the subsequent increases in morbidity
and mortality. Much of the credit for the current availability of means for
identifying groups of subjects at risk of fracture and the provision of means
for the effective treatment of excessive bone loss can be attributed to the
technique of dual photon absorptiometry. In this review, the history of the
development of techniques based on the interactions of x- and γ -rays with
bone is considered and the ultimate dominance of x-ray based absorptiometry
is described. The advantages and disadvantages of current absorptiometric
techniques are presented and the likely future path for bone measurement is
outlined.

1. Introduction
Today, the term ‘bone densitometry’ encompasses the application of the technique of
x-ray based dual photon absorptiometry (DXA) to the assessment of patients suspected to
be suffering from osteoporosis. Bone densitometry measures tissue attenuation for x-rays
of two distinct energies and, from such measurements, derives the mass of mineral per unit
projected area (areal BMD). Arguably, during the time that has elapsed since the appearance
of the first issue of Physics in Medicine and Biology (PMB), bone densitometry might be
considered as the medical physics diagnostic technique developed during that period which
has brought most benefit to the largest number of people. At the time of the first PMB issue,
there was little focus on potential methods for the diagnosis of osteoporosis partly because
osteoporosis had not long been recognized as a disease.
0031-9155/06/130169+17$30.00 © 2006 IOP Publishing Ltd Printed in the UK
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The development and application of DXA provided physicians with a means of
categorizing patients into those who are unlikely to fracture a bone, those who may have
an increased risk of fracture and those who have the greatest risk of fracture. In addition DXA
has allowed the assessment of efficacy of various medications and treatment regimes thought
to reduce the risk of fracture in susceptible patients. The ability to assign patients to specific,
predetermined groups and the availability of effective medications have allowed physicians to
reduce the risk that patients may, in the future, suffer a bone fracture.
In this paper, the development of bone densitometry will be reviewed from a personal
perspective. The characteristics of this routine, clinically applied, diagnostic technique will be
summarized particularly with reference to the interpretation and reporting of patient results.
The advantages and limitations of DXA will be considered. Such considerations lead inevitably
to the recognition of the desired properties of an ‘ideal’ technique both for the diagnosis of
osteoporosis in a given patient and for the evaluation of the effectiveness of a treatment
prescribed for that patient.
2. History
Before the advent of quantitative techniques such as bone densitometry, the term ‘osteoporosis’
was assigned to a patient who had suffered a bone fracture that was unexplained by any other
disease. That is, osteoporosis was a diagnosis achieved by exclusion. Many physicians and
most of the public viewed osteoporosis as an inevitable consequence of aging. In fact it was
hardly thought of as a disease until Albright (1947) recognized osteoporosis as a disorder of
tissue metabolism in which he considered there to be a relative decrease in bone anabolism. He
also recognized the contributions of aging, menopause, corticosteroids, nutrition and lowered
mechanical strain as contributing factors to the disease. The situation at the birth of PMB was
that we had a disease, but no means of identifying sufferers or of following the natural history
of bone loss or of assessing the impact of any intervention upon the apparently inexorable
consequences of the disease.
The diagnostic difficulty existed because radiography was, at that time, an analogue
technique. From a projectional image of a bone, mineral deficiencies could only be
established with certainty after at least 30% of mineral had been removed (Lachman
1955). This is not surprising when the challenge of the diagnostic situation is considered.
The most common osteoporotic fracture is the collapsed vertebral body. This relatively
small, relatively low-density bone is separated from the x-ray detector by a considerable
distance and by a sometimes extensive, thickness of soft tissue. The detector accepts xrays of most energies and from multiple directions. The image will be dominated by
scattered photons; the unscattered x-rays which convey the desired, true anatomical and
quantitative information are vastly out-numbered. The consequence of this challenging
imaging environment was that the available radiological techniques could not detect small,
but significant, losses of bone mineral. Those same techniques were able to identify altered
bone anatomy in patients who had suffered the consequences of osteoporosis by which time,
of course, it was too late. The diagnostic challenge posed by osteoporosis required that
scattered radiation be removed from the detector and that transmitted x-rays be counted
rather than displayed as an image. The appreciation of these needs eventually led to bone
densitometry.
The first demonstration of the principle of bone densitometry was, in fact, the famous
radiograph made in 1895 of the hand of the wife of Röntgen (Mould 1993). The image shows
clearly the greater extent of interaction of x-rays with bone than with soft tissues. Despite
this early demonstration of photon transmission as a basis for bone evaluation, many decades
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were to elapse before consensus existed concerning the most appropriate physical process
upon which to base a clinical technique for the evaluation of bone. To indicate the variety
of techniques under consideration and investigation during the early 1970s, PMB published
papers dealing with the resonant frequency of the ulna (Jurist 1970); photon transmission
(Watt 1973, Harrison 1974), neutron activation analysis (Bush 1972) and photon scattering
(Clarke and Van Dyk 1973, Webber and Kennett 1976). The collection of abstracts for the
First International Conference on Medical Physics at Harrowgate in 1965 included five papers
on in vivo neutron activation analysis of bone, and only two abstracts on absorptiometry.
One described an improved 125I photon transmission device (Cameron and Sorenson 1966)
while the other outlined a two-source transmission device using 241Am and 137Cs (Reed
1966). Eventually, photon transmission techniques emerged as the most useful and practical
means for the routine evaluation of bone and for the diagnosis and treatment of patients with
osteoporosis. Of course, techniques other than photon absorptiometry have been applied
successfully to bone and any credible history of osteoporosis measurement would refer to
other medical physics methods such as radiographic absorptiometry, quantitative ultrasound
and quantitative magnetic resonance (Genant et al 1996).

3. Early applications of photon interactions to bone quantitation
Photons are absorbed by tissue through either the photoelectric effect or by pair production.
Photons are scattered either coherently or by Compton interactions. It was not immediately
obvious which of these four processes was the most appropriate as the foundation of a technique
for the evaluation of bone. Part of this hesitancy arose from an uncertainty about the variable
which needed to be measured. That is, how best to reflect the ability of a bone to withstand
the mechanical loads imposed during normal daily activities? Part of the uncertainty was
the question of which anatomical location was appropriate for the measurement of the chosen
variable. Should it be trabecular bone or cortical bone? Was an appendicular site acceptable or
was an axial site essential? Should measurements be confined to weight bearing or non-weight
bearing bones? The clinical evidence suggested that osteoporotic fractures were expressed
at weight bearing sites where there was a significant fraction of trabecular bone (vertebral
bodies, proximal femur) and therefore osteoporosis was a consequence of trabecular bone
loss. It could also be argued (but this argument was not heard) that osteoporotic fractures were
expressed at weight bearing sites where there was only a small fraction of cortical bone and
therefore osteoporosis was a consequence of cortical bone loss. It is also true that osteoporotic
fractures occur at non-weight bearing sites such as the distal radius where Colles’ fractures
are expressed. Such fractures are now known to be an early warning of future, more serious,
bone fractures particularly in men (Haentjens et al 2004). Despite the inconsistent nature of
the fracture evidence, it was considered desirable to measure at weight bearing sites where
trabecular bone was present.
One potential advantage of techniques based on scattering or pair production was perceived
to be that a region of bone could be defined by the intersection of a photon beam and
the field of view of a detector. Consequently, all procedures based on photon interactions
other than photoelectric absorption should allow volume based measurements. Since this
epoch preceded the broad availability of cross-sectional imaging, it was not obvious how
photoelectric absorption could be used to provide volume based assessments of bone mass.
Since the advent of image reconstruction techniques, both quantitated computed tomography
(QCT) and peripheral QCT (pQCT) techniques have been developed to allow true volumetric
measurements of bone mineral density (Rüegsegger et al 1976, Genant et al 1982).
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Coherent scattering received some attention as the most appropriate interaction mechanism
upon which to base a bone measurement technique because of the strong dependence of
coherent scattering upon the atomic number of the irradiated material (White 1977). The
difference in atomic number between soft tissue and bone would allow significant contrast
between photons scattered coherently from bone and those scattered from soft tissue. Such
a technique should offer a high sensitivity to time-dependent changes in bone mineral
concentration and would have the advantage of a volume based measurement. Unfortunately,
the coherent cross-section decreases rapidly as photon energy increases. This means that an
instrument based on coherent scattering of low energy photons is unlikely to be applicable
to central bone sites. Another difficulty was the discrimination of coherently scattered
photons from the more intense Compton scattered photons. Lithium drifted germanium
detectors were of limited availability at that time. The other, more significant reason that
a scattering technique did not succeed was that it was not at all obvious how the region
of interest could be positioned reliably and exclusively within either trabecular or cortical
bone.
The cross-section for photoelectric absorption depends even more strongly upon atomic
number than the coherent cross-section. A technique based upon measurement of the number
of photons transmitted through bone and soft tissue would be highly dependent upon the amount
of mineral present in the path of the beam. The envisaged difficulty with this procedure was
that the measurement would depend upon both the size of the bone and the amount of mineral
per unit volume of the bone. A small dense bone could produce the same result as a large
low-density bone. It also meant that for sequential measurements, it would be essential that
precisely the same bone site was measured since the result would be dependent upon the width
of a bone. At the time, these objections were considered to be significant.
Compton scattering was explored as a technique which had the potential to yield a direct
measurement of the mass of material within a defined volume of bone. While this was
indeed true, the nature of the object under examination did not encourage clinical application
of Compton scattering based techniques. If the region of interest in a Compton scattering
device is positioned within trabecular bone, then the major contributor to the measured density
would be bone marrow rather than mineralized collagen. It would be extremely difficult
to imagine how the scattering volume could be confined reliably to cortical bone in order
to take advantage of the greater volume fraction of mineralized collagen. Some clinical
applications were initiated using the calcaneus or the distal radius but no general applications
emerged.
Some thought was also given to the application of pair production interactions to clinical
measurements of bone. In principle, discrete regions of interest could be defined as the
common volume of a beam of high-energy photons and a detection system designed to
observe annihilation photons. Such considerations did not proceed to any great extent because
of the relatively weak dependence of the pair production cross-section upon atomic number
and the problems of collimation of high-energy photons.
Around the time of the birth of PMB, the most common measurement technique applied
to bone was neutron activation analysis. The prime advantage of neutron activation was
that it yielded a direct measure of calcium. Unfortunately the radiation dose associated
with the technique and the perceived difficulties of housing neutron sources in clinical
areas meant that there was little extension of neutron activation into health care provision.
The void created by the urgent need for a diagnostic technique and the absence of
any suitable radiographic or biochemical procedure stimulated a flurry of developmental
work on radiation based techniques which ultimately led to the domination of photon
absorptiometry.
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4. SPA, DPA, TPA and, finally, DXA
4.1. SPA
The start of clinical bone densitometry is probably best assigned to the year 1963 when
Cameron and Sorenson published their paper on single photon absorptiometry (SPA). There
were other groups working with photon absorptiometry in England (West and Reed 1970),
Scandinavia (Christiansen et al 1975) and elsewhere but the Cameron and Sorenson paper
can be considered the beginning of the development, the initial clinical application and the
commercialization of single and dual photon absorptiometry.
There were three essential advances made with the development of SPA: the polyenergetic
radiographic x-ray spectrum was replaced by monoenergetic γ -rays; the film was replaced by
a scintillation crystal and severe collimation was introduced for the source and the detector.
The introduction of an isotope source meant that incident γ -rays were monoenergetic and
therefore the energy of any scattered photon would be less than that of incident photons.
The introduction of a scintillator allowed discrimination in favour of transmitted photons and
against scattered photons on the basis of photon energy. The severe collimation allowed further
discrimination against scattered photons on the basis of allowed paths between the source and
detector.
There was one major assumption behind the SPA technique which applies to, and bedevils,
all absorptiometry techniques. The measurement object can only consist of two radiologically
distinct materials. The two materials are bone mineral and soft tissue. The two components
can be intimately mixed, as in the collagen and hydroxyapatite constituents of bone, but each
can have only a single density and effective atomic number. In SPA it was necessary to measure
transmissions through adjacent tissue locations of equal thickness, one location consisting of
both mineral and soft tissue and the other consisting of soft tissue alone. This requirement
meant that SPA could be applied only to peripheral locations where it was feasible to arrange
for the thickness of the two transmission locations to be the same by the use of tissue equivalent
material. The consequence of this limitation was that SPA could not be used at the sites of
relevance from the perspective of a physician. Nevertheless considerable progress was made
using SPA.
There were a number of secondary choices which had to be made to optimize SPA for
clinical applications. The energy of the radioisotope source had to be chosen as a compromise
between the need to maximize the difference between the photoelectric cross-sections for
bone mineral and soft tissue and the need to transmit photons through the object of interest.
The requirement for uniform thickness of soft tissue and the low photon energy restricted
SPA to peripheral sites such as the radius and the calcaneus. This constraint clashed with the
clinical perspective which considered the sites of interest to be those where bone fractures
were most frequent (spine) and were associated with significant morbidity and mortality
(proximal femur). It seemed that the essential features of a skeletal measurement site were:
(1) a significant fraction of trabecular bone; (2) weight bearing and (3) a central location. SPA
could not satisfy these needs.
4.2. DPA
The restriction to peripheral sites was overcome when the monoenergetic photon beam of
SPA was replaced by a beam containing photons at two distinct energies. The requirement for
measurement of transmission at adjacent tissue locations of equal thickness was eliminated and
the method was now able to measure thicknesses of mineral and soft tissue at a single location.
The technique was referred to as dual photon absorptiometry (DPA) and used radioisotope
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sources such as 153Gd (Mazess et al 1970, Roos et al 1970). This seemingly minor advance
opened up the possibility of measuring bone mass at central locations such as the lumbar spine
and the proximal femur and galvanized the medical community into clinical application of
the technique. There was an explosive application of DPA into the clinical realm which was,
to some extent, stimulated by commercial interests but did have the beneficial outcome of
focusing attention on patients suffering the consequences of a fractured bone.
There was still the limitation imposed by the assumption that the object consisted of only
two radiologically distinct materials each of which was characterized by a single-valued mass
attenuation coefficient of µb for bone mineral and µs for soft tissue. The expression of this
limitation can be appreciated from the equation for areal density measurement. For bone
mineral, the areal density, mb , is given by the expression
mb =

ln I0,l /Il − RST ln I0,h /Ih
(µb,l − RST µb,h )

(1)

where I0 and I are the incident and transmitted photon intensities and the subscripts l and
h denote low- and high-energy photons respectively. RST is termed the soft tissue ratio and
is equal to µs,l /µs,h . At first glance, it would seem that equation (1) requires values for
the attenuation coefficients which are fixed and applicable to all subjects. If the assumption
is made that there is a universal composition of soft tissue, then RST is a constant and
equation (1) can be solved for area bone mass simply from measurements of the intensities of
low- and high-energy photons at a single tissue location occupied by bone mineral and soft
tissue. Unfortunately, soft tissue composition varies considerably from person to person and
differences between patients are encapsulated in the value of RST which must be determined
for each patient. This is accomplished by application of equation (1) to an anatomical location
where bone mineral is not present (i.e., mb = 0). Once RST is determined for a specific
patient, the assumption has to be made that the soft tissue ratio measured at the non-mineral
site applies to the soft tissue at the mineral/soft tissue site. The contribution of this factor to
the accuracy of DXA measurements is considered further in section 5.
The deficiencies of an areal density assessment were recognized and there were various
efforts made to recover a mass density from the attenuation measurements (Carter et al
1992, Lu et al 1996). These techniques assumed that all people have the same relation
between bone volume and projected bone area and therefore DPA results could be converted
to volumetric density. Since this assumption is unlikely to be valid, such manipulations are
most likely to introduce additional uncertainty and adversely affect precision. It appears that
such volumetric measurements do not improve fracture predictions over the ability of areal
BMD alone (Cummings et al 1994).

4.3. TPA
It might have been anticipated that the restrictions imposed by variable physical properties
of soft tissue could be eliminated by increasing the number of photon energies in the
incident beam. The feasibility of triple photon absorptiometry (TPA) was examined and
demonstrated on phantoms but it could not be applied in vivo because the small difference in
attenuation coefficients between lean and fat components of soft tissue resulted in considerable
uncertainties in the mass of either component. To reduce the uncertainty to a clinically useful
level would require an increase in the number of incident photons producing an unacceptable
radiation dose (Farrell and Webber 1990, 1992).
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4.4. DXA
Essentially, the final development in bone densitometry was the replacement of the radioisotope
source with a suitable x-ray tube. A different acronym was employed (DXA) even though the
technique still required measurements of attenuation at two photon energies. Different x-ray
energies were generated either by rare earth filtration (Mazess et al 1989, 1992) or by rapid
switching of the x-ray tube voltage (Kelly et al 1988). The development of DXA was a major
advance because the increased photon intensity meant that the time of measurement could be
reduced dramatically. The precision of measurements improved because of the greater photon
intensity and the decreased likelihood of patient movement. Subsequent developments in bone
densitometry have involved technical refinements such as fan and cone beam geometries with
the application of line and area detectors, each of which has produced additional incremental
improvements in precision.
Manufacturers of bone densitometers use different means of x-ray production and have
developed machine specific analysis software. Consequently, areal BMD measured for a
single subject will be different when measured on machines from different manufacturers.
The important consequence of such differences is that patient follow-up measurements should
be made on the same equipment or, at worse, equipment from the same manufacturer. There
are published methods for the interconversion of results which depend upon equations derived
from BMD results obtained from 100 adult women measured on Hologic, Lunar and Norland
densitometers (Genenat et al 1994). Such conversions will inevitably introduce greater
uncertainties into reported results.
The limitations of an area density measurement using either DPA or DXA were not
appreciated clinically for some time. Areal BMD was, by common usage, synonymous with
the term ‘bone mass’. Intuitively, it would be expected that as ‘bone mass’ increases, bone
strength increases. However, areal density is not a measure of the mass of mineral within a
bone. A larger, stronger bone will have a greater mass of mineral, referred to as the bone
mineral content (BMC). A greater BMC will be reflected in an increased areal BMD. A larger,
stronger bone will have a greater projected area which will be reflected in a decreased areal
BMD (Seeman 1997, Heaney 2005). This is not important when the areal BMD for a patient
is compared with expected values. But it is significant when bone size may change. The
most common situations where bone size changes are during growth and during treatment
for osteoporosis. In such situations, the changes observed in areal BMD do not reflect true
changes in bone strength. A bone which increases in size whilst maintaining the same total
mass of mineral is likely to be a stronger bone but the measured outcome will be a reduced
areal BMD. The converse situation is also worth emphasizing; when bone size falls such as in
vertebral collapse due to decreased bone strength, the measured outcome will be an increased
areal BMD.
The above discussion implies that DXA was a logical outgrowth of DPA. In fact, an
in vivo DXA system was evaluated in 1964 in Sweden (Jacobson 1964). The system was based
on an analogue computer. Triple photon absorptiometry was discussed and the challenges of
material uniformity and of scattered radiation were examined. However, this premature
development of DXA did not achieve general acceptance.
5. The entrenchment of DXA
Whenever a new clinical technique is developed there are a number of obligatory steps that
must be taken and DXA was no exception to this requirement. For example, reproducibility
had to be well understood so that the difference observed between successive measurements
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could be attributed either to chance or to a real change produced by disease or by treatment
of disease. In addition, factors which might impact accuracy needed to be elucidated so
that the validity of a single measurement could be assessed. A means had to be established
for predicting an expected value for a patient so that results could be classified into valid
diagnostic categories. For DXA, the categories are normal, osteopenic and osteoporotic. It
was also necessary to examine the applicability of these categories to children where changes
in areal BMD would be produced by growth as well as by disease. A link needed to be
established between an assigned diagnostic category and the subsequent consequences of the
disease for the patient. In the case of bone densitometry, this meant that the association
between a DXA result and the risk of future bone fracture needed to be established. The
influence of such factors as ethnicity, physical activity, diet and concomitant disease had
to be understood. As the clinical experience broadened and results accumulated, it was
possible to evaluate the impact of DXA on clinical practice, on patient outcomes and health
care costs. Finally, as seems inevitable with useful, newly developed, clinical techniques,
institutional recommendations were developed for the practice of DXA technology and the
interpretation of DXA results. Some of these topics are considered further in the following
paragraphs.

5.1. Precision
The reproducibility (precision) of a measurement determines the confidence that can be placed
in an observed difference between two DXA measurements. In any discussion of precision it
is important to appreciate the time scale over which bone changes are expected to occur. The
nature of bone formation and resorption dictate that areal density changes only very slowly
with time. Even the consequences of disease are unlikely to be detectable with any degree of
certainty in less than 2 years and to be certain of change due to normal aging in adults requires
much longer. Because it is difficult and time consuming to measure long-term reproducibility,
the precision of DXA measurements is frequently characterized as ‘same day’ or ‘short term’.
Neither of these measurements is particularly helpful to the physician who has to interpret a
result obtained today in the light of a result obtained 2 years ago. The most valid evaluation
of reproducibility has to be that established over a time period measured in years.
To measure precision, pairs of areal BMD results are obtained in representative
subjects. The best estimate of the precision for each subject is the difference between the
measurements. The precision of the technique is given by the root mean square average
of the differences between pairs of results obtained from each subject (Glüer et al 1995).
Frequently reproducibility is expressed as the coefficient of variation which is calculated as the
technique precision expressed as a percentage of the mean areal BMD. Alternative
expressions such as the intraclass correlation coefficient have also been used. If precision
is expressed as the coefficient of variation, then inevitably, reproducibility appears to be worse
in older subjects and patients with bone disease because of the lower areal BMD. There
would seem to be an advantage in expressing precision in absolute units. When measured
in vitro using a phantom, reproducibility is typically 0.005 g cm−2. When measured in vivo
from studies repeated in young healthy adults on the same day or over a period of a few
weeks, reproducibility is worse and is typically about 0.01 g cm−2 (Fuleihan et al 1995)
suggesting that densitometers are only half as precise when measuring humans as they are
when measuring inanimate objects. Of course, it is not the machine that should be blamed, it is
the fact that a human introduces uncontrollable variables into the measurement which are not
present in phantoms. Long-term precision increases yet again to typically 0.014–0.025 g cm−2

Review

R177

(Patel et al 2000, Phillipov et al 2001) or about a factor of 4–5 greater than the reproducibility
measured for a phantom.
5.2. Accuracy
Considerably less is known about the accuracy or bias of DXA measurements. There are many
factors which will affect the inaccuracy of a patient result. Likely the most important is the
non-uniformity of the fat content of soft tissue. As stated previously, soft tissue composition
has to be estimated for each patient measured with DXA and that estimate is derived from
a transmission measurement at a location which contains only soft tissue and no bone. The
assumption has to be made that the measured value applies to the soft tissues included at
the sites where areal BMD is measured. Other contributions to inaccuracy depend on the
correctness of a number of adjustments made to the transmitted data. Some higher energy
photons will scatter in tissue, lose energy and could appear as lower energy transmitted
photons. If higher energy photons are incompletely absorbed within the detector, they could
appear as lower energy photons. Corrections must be made for photon losses due to dead time,
not a trivial proposition when it is considered that the correction must be valid over count rates
ranging from direct air transmission to attenuation through 20 cm of tissue. Since it is probable
that corrections for these and other effects are dependent on patient characteristics, accuracy
will vary from patient to patient. It is likely that in some patients measurement inaccuracies
will amount to 10% or more (Farrell and Webber 1989, Tothill and Pye 1992, Formica et al
1995, Bolotin 2001, Tothill 2005).
5.3. Normal values in adults
There have been many studies of apparently normal populations with the intent of producing
reference values against which measurements obtained from patients can be interpreted and
reported. In general, manufacturers of densitometers have adopted and synthesized the results
of such studies to produce sets of normal, reference data which are included as a database with
the densitometer. Reference data are normally supplied for Caucasian, Black and Asian adult
male and female populations. A reference value for a specific patient is defined as the mean
bone mass expected for a normal subject of the same age and gender. Population standard
deviations, which, for adults, are generally not dependent on age, are also supplied so that the
extent of any deviation of the patient result from expected can be expressed with respect to
the distribution of bone mass in the normal population.
5.4. Normal values in children
There are less manufacturer supplied reference data available for paediatric, infant and neonate
populations. There are publications which present normal values for children using Hologic
equipment (Faulkner et al 1996), Norland densitometers (Zanchetta et al 1995) or Lunar
machines (Boot et al 1997). The principle contrasts with adult normal ranges are that agedependent values change dramatically over a relatively short period of time and population
standard deviations steadily increase with age. Changes in areal BMD can be attributed to a
steady increase related to growth and a rapid peri-pubertal increase and the age dependence of
each of these contributions can be described by logistic functions of age (Gordon et al 1991).
In contrast to adults, the interpretation of areal BMD measurements in patients less than
20 years of age requires the prediction of both an age and gender specific expected areal BMD
and an expected population standard deviation.
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5.5. T scores, Z scores and fracture risk
The goal of a densitometric measurement of bone mass is either to identify the patient who
is going to fracture a bone within a given time period or to evaluate the effectiveness of an
intervention prescribed to lower the risk of future fracture. No technique in use around the
time of the birth of PMB came close to achieving such goals. It is still not possible today to
identify an individual, at-risk, patient. One component that is in place, thanks in large part to
bone densitometry, is the ability to define a relative fracture risk for a group of people such as
70 year old post-menopausal women. The second positive development that can be attributed
in part to bone densitometry is the availability of a number of medications that reduce fracture
risk. Areal BMD results when expressed in relation to fracture risk or when assessing the
effectiveness of a treatment are given as T scores or Z scores.
T scores and Z scores express the difference between the areal BMD measured for a patient
and the expected value for a gender matched, young adult (T score) or the expected value for an
age and gender matched subject (Z score) expressed in terms of population standard deviations.
The relationship between the extent of reduction in a DXA measurement of bone mass and the
likelihood of subsequent bone fracture was established from many studies in which subjects,
generally post-menopausal women, had a baseline DXA measurement and were followed for a
period of years in order to record the occurrence of atraumatic bone fractures. Such prospective
cohort studies allowed the establishment of the relation between baseline T score and future
fracture risk. A meta-analysis was performed (Marshall et al 1996) in which 11 such studies
were identified involving 90 000 person years of observation with more than 2000 fractures.
The outcome of this analysis was that a reduced baseline bone density at the spine or hip equal
to one population standard deviation (T = −1) was associated with an approximate doubling
of the relative risk for future fracture. This study also showed that the ability of decreased areal
BMD at the spine and hip to predict fracture was better than the ability of an increase in blood
pressure to predict stroke and the ability of an increased circulating cholesterol concentration
to predict cardiovascular disease.
5.6. Impact on patient outcomes
The impact of DXA measurements upon patients has been extensive and most of this impact
has been beneficial. For example, there are now several pharmaceutical means available for
the effective reduction of fracture risk (Cranney et al 2002, Strewler 2004, Boonan et al 2005).
In many of the clinical trials which established the benefits of these treatments, spine or hip
areal BMD was one of the trial outcome measures. It should again be stated that only a
small BMD gain of typically 5% was achieved in many of the trials while there were dramatic
reductions in fracture incidence amounting to around a factor of 50%.
5.7. Standards of practice
A newly developed clinical discipline can be considered to have achieved maturity when
Clinical Practice Guidelines, Position Statements and Standards of Practice have been
introduced. Many such standards now exist for bone densitometry such as those published
by the International Society for Clinical Densitometry (ISCD 2002, 2004) and by various
national agencies and societies. Such documents serve a valuable purpose in establishing
validated measurement techniques with standardized means of interpretation and reporting of
clinical results. There are occasional recommendations which cannot be justified but somehow
become embedded in practice lore. For example, it is difficult to accept a recommendation
that results from a technique with a typical precision of 2% should be reported to three
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significant figures. Another quibble is the recommended use of the term ‘least significant
change (LSC)’. The LSC is the smallest difference between two areal BMD measurements
which is statistically significant and is not due to chance and is defined as the upper limit
of the 95% confidence interval for the uncertainty of the difference between measures. The
recommended means of derivation of the LSC is to establish the precision from repeated
measurements in a representative group of volunteers. The problem arises when the LSC is
derived from short-term precision and is used by reporting physicians as a universal constant
which applies to each and every patient. The precision in question has to be the longterm reproducibility. Use of short-term reproducibility will give a falsely low LSC, perhaps
resulting in the administration of therapy to those who do not require treatment. However,
these criticisms should not detract from the potential contribution that clinical practice
guidelines can make upon the diagnosis and care of patients suffering from osteoporosis
(Compston 2005).
6. Alternatives and the future
DXA will be here for a long time. However, DXA is not the ideal method for identifying
and managing a patient suffering from bone disease. In many instances, the limitations of
areal BMD are not recognized and measures are used inappropriately. The fundamental DXA
variables are the amount of mineral present (BMC) and the projected area of bone occupied
by that mineral (Area). The result is expressed as a quotient, the areal BMD, in an attempt to
compensate for the influence of bone size. From a clinical perspective this makes sense for a
patient suspected to be suffering from bone disease. Unfortunately, areal BMD became known
inappropriately as ‘bone mass’ or ‘bone density’ and was assumed to be directly related to
the ability of a bone to resist fracture when subjected to the mechanical demands of everyday
living. However, areal BMD is not a surrogate measure of bone strength. Since both BMC
and Area are related to bone strength, it may be that their product rather than the quotient is
the more appropriate variable to reflect bone strength.
A second limitation of areal BMD is that it does not indicate the improvement in bone
health produced by treatment of osteoporosis. Anti-resorption therapies produce reductions
in fracture risk of approximately 50% while areal BMD rises only by about 5%. If
treatment increases bone size with no change in mineral concentration, areal BMD will
barely change while bone strength will increase according to the increase in bone size. Muller
et al (2003) showed that hormone replacement therapy produced endocortical deposition of
mineral at the distal radius which thickened cortical bone. In this situation, there will be
a small increase in areal BMD which will not reflect the rearrangement of bone mineral
and which will underestimate a substantial gain in bone strength. It seems that BMD
changes due to anti-resorptive treatments are barely detectable using DXA because the
consequence of the treatment is a redistribution of mineral rather than a gain of mineral per unit
projected area.
DXA can never provide a robust estimate of the likelihood of fracture in a given bone,
simply because it cannot capture all of the variables which determine fracture risk. For
two bones with the same areal BMD, the bigger bone is stronger. For two bones with the
same areal BMD and the same size, the bone with the thicker cortical width (and therefore
smaller quantity of trabecular bone) will be the stronger bone. To anticipate the strength of a
bone we need to measure the spatial distribution and the concentration of mineral throughout
the whole bone. This requirement dictates one of the necessary characteristics of future
generations of bone assessment techniques: mineral distribution must be determined with
millimetre spatial resolution. The strong dependence of photoelectric interactions upon
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Figure 1. Volume rendering of trabecular bone extracted from MRI images of the distal radius of
a normal subject.

Figure 2. Volume rendering of trabecular bone extracted from MRI images of the distal radius of
an osteoporotic subject.
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Figure 3. Finite element model derived from CT images of a dried human radius. The colour
indicates the level of tensile stress when the bone is subjected to a load imposed by a fall onto an
outstretched hand. The red area indicates the onset of bone failure.

effective atomic number and density means that this objective could be achieved using
computed tomography (CT). Unfortunately, the radiation dose associated with CT and the
restricted access to CT scanners will be barriers to the universal acceptance of a CT based
technique for evaluation of fracture likelihood in the at-risk population. This view is supported
by the fact that QCT for the determination of volumetric density of trabecular bone in vertebral
bodies is a technique that has been shown to be of value and has been available for almost as
long as DXA (Genant et al 1982) but has never achieved the same clinical penetration. Even
if clinicians accepted an appendicular measurement at the radius for example using pQCT, the
small radiation dose would likely still prevent universal acceptance of the technique.
The more likely candidate upon which to base a means of measuring whole bone mineral
distribution is magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). Excellent images of bone are obtained
by MRI through the contrast provided with marrow signals (Gomberg et al 2004, Pothuaud
et al 2004). An example of such an image is given in figure 1 which shows a volume rendered
display of the spatial distribution of trabecular bone derived from in vivo images of the distal
radius of a normal subject. Figure 2 shows the corresponding display for a patient with
osteoporosis. There is an obvious deficit in the structural integrity of the trabecular bone in
the patient with osteoporosis. These displays of bone structure were derived from images
obtained from a 1 T, small bore MRI device (OrthOne, ONI Medical Systems, Wilmington,
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Figure 4. The outcome of the mechanical test for the radius modelled in figure 3. The blue
substance is embedding material to facilitate the application of the load to the radius.

MA) designed specifically for appendicular imaging. It is plausible that such instruments
could provide a cost-effective, readily accessible means of high spatial resolution imaging
of appendicular bones. Images such as these, obtained either by CT or MRI scanning, have
formed the basis of in vivo measures of bone structure (Gordon et al 1996, 1998, Laib and
Rüegsegger 1999, Link et al 1998, Wehrli et al 2001).
Once a geometrical description of a bone such as the radius is available, it is possible to
construct a finite element model of the bone. If the material properties of the modelled bone
are known, the bone could be subjected, computationally, to the mechanical load expected if
that patient should fall onto an outstretched hand. The material properties for the patient of
concern could be derived from a single slice image obtained from an appropriately calibrated
pQCT scanner. With suitable establishment of bone failure criteria, the likelihood of fracture
and the expected location of the fracture could be anticipated (Pietruszsczak et al 2006). An
example of such a possibility is shown in figure 3 where an isolated, dried human radius
was imaged using CT scanning prior to being subjected to a mechanical test. Figure 3
shows the finite element mesh constructed from the CT images. Also shown in figure 3 is
the computationally predicted tensile stress distribution. The red colour corresponds to the
predicted onset of fracture. Figure 4 shows the result of mechanical testing of the same radius.
There is a satisfying agreement between predicted bone failure and the observed outcome of
the mechanical test.
If a finite element analysis such as that shown in figure 3 was applied to a patient
suspected to be at risk of bone fracture, an individual measure of bone fracture susceptibility
(BFS) could be derived. If the measured BFS is combined with a reliable estimate of the
likelihood of falling, it will be possible to make a robust prediction of absolute fracture risk.
When this methodology for BFS measurement becomes available clinically, it will provide the
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opportunity to estimate fracture risk in individual patients so that the need for therapy can be
evaluated with confidence and the effectiveness of a selected therapy can be assessed in terms
of absolute fracture risk reduction.
7. Summary
It is to the credit of bone densitometry that major advances have been made in reducing
the impact of osteoporosis upon society. Despite the inherent limitations of the technique,
densitometry has been responsible for a raised awareness of osteoporosis and has contributed
significantly to (a) improvements in diagnosis and (b) the development of effective therapies.
Future diagnostic advances in the arena of bone fracture risk assessment will require the
involvement of engineering assessments of bone fracture resistance.
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