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Phosphates are additives found ubiquitously in industrially 

processed food products, particularly in carbonated 

beverages and in frozen foods. According to one recent 

study, elevated consumption of these phosphates is 

associated with a change in muscle function which 

diminishes the ability to take part in physical activity and 

promotes a sedentary nature. 

EXCESS PHOSPHATE 

The food industry frequently uses phosphate additives to improve 

conservation of, and even add colour or a particular flavour to, 

foods which are processed (carbonated beverages, frozen products, 

dehydrated mixes, cured meats) or served in fast food restaurants. 

Because these foods actually represent the principal source of 

calories in industrialized countries, the average quantity of ingested 

phosphate has doubled since the 1990s, passing from 500 to 1000 

mg per day, and even much more in individuals who consume 

large quantities of these industrialized products1. This excess is 

even more significant in that these inorganic phosphates are more 

readily absorbed by the intestine than are the organic phosphates 

which are naturally present in foods (in dairy products, meats and 

whole grains, amongst others).  

There are several consequences to this excess: for one thing, the 

growing presence of phosphate in the blood leads to the release of 

calcium  from the body’s bone mass in order to neutralize the 

elevated levels of phosphate and this loss of calcium can, over the 

long run, make the bones more fragile and increase the risk of 

osteoporosis. The increase in blood calcium in response to 

hyperphosphatemia is also associated with a calcification of the 

blood vessels, which accelerates the development of heart diseases. 

Overall, these effects are very harmful for health as it has been 

observed that people who consume a quantity of phosphate greater 

than 1400 mg daily are at twice the risk of dying prematurely2.  

MUSCULAR WEAKNESS 

One study recently suggested that the excess phosphate provided 

by diet is also associated with a decrease in the level of physical 

activity3. By measuring, with the aid of an accelerometer, the 

physical activity levels of 1603 participants in the Dallas Heart 

Study-2, the researchers found that people with the highest blood 

levels of phosphate were those with the lowest levels of moderate 

or vigorous physical activity and were more sedentary. This 

decreased level of physical activity is not linked to any cardiac 

problem because measures of the cardiac left ventricular function 

by use of magnetic resonance imaging did not show any 

differences linked to the levels of blood phosphates. 

 

 

The results obtained suggest that it is actually the muscles 

themselves which are affected by the excess dietary phosphate. 

Using mice as an animal model, the researchers compared the 

levels of physical activity for animals nourished normally along 

with other animals fed with a surplus of phosphate, similar to that 

seen in people who eat large quantities of processed foods. They 

found that, after 12 weeks, the mice fed with excess phosphate 

spent less time on the treadmill and were also in worse physical 

condition, measured by a decrease in their cardiorespiratory 

fitness. Further biochemical analysis of their muscles showed that 

major changes had occurred in over 5000 genes involved in the 

metabolism of these muscles, with a notable reduction in the 

availability of fatty acids, one of the principal sources of energy 

during exercise. This absence had the effect of inducing an 

aversion to effort and made the animals less inclined to be 

spontaneously active. According to the authors, it is thus possible 

that the lower levels of physical activity measured in people who 

have high levels of blood phosphates may be caused by a muscular 

dysfunction which discourages these people from exercising. In 

other words, eating too many phosphates makes us lazy! 

We can thus ask whether the diet, very rich in phosphates, of the 

industrialized countries contributes to the strong level of 

sedentariness amongst the inhabitants of these countries (including 

Canada), where no less than 80% of the population does not 

perform the minimum recommended of 150 minutes of physical 

activity per week. Another proof of the harmful effects of the 

industrial diet! 
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