
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

A higher alkaline dietary load is associated with greater
indexes of skeletal muscle mass in women

A. A. Welch & A. J. MacGregor & J. Skinner & T. D. Spector & A. Moayyeri & A. Cassidy

Received: 16 February 2012 /Accepted: 12 September 2012 /Published online: 14 November 2012
# International Osteoporosis Foundation and National Osteoporosis Foundation 2012

Abstract
Summary Conservation of muscle mass is important for fall
and fracture prevention but further understanding of the
causes of age-related muscle loss is required. This study
found a more alkaline diet was positively associated with
muscle mass in women suggesting a role for dietary acid–
base load in muscle loss.
Introduction Conservation of skeletal muscle is important
for preventing falls and fractures but age-related loss of
muscle mass occurs even in healthy individuals. However,
the mild metabolic acidosis associated with an acidogenic
dietary acid–base load could influence loss of muscle mass.
Methods We investigated the association between fat-free
mass (FFM), percentage FFM (FFM%) and fat-free mass
index (FFMI, weight/height2), measured using dual-energy
X-ray absorptiometry in 2,689 women aged 18–79 years
from the TwinsUK Study, and dietary acid–base load. Body
composition was calculated according to quartile of poten-
tial renal acid load and adjusted for age, physical activity,
misreporting and smoking habit (FFM, FFMI also for fat
mass) and additionally with percentage protein.
Results Fat-free mass was positively associated with a more
alkalinogenic dietary load (comparing quartile 1 vs 4: FFM
0.79 kg P<0.001, FFM% 1.06 % <0.001, FFMI 0.24 kg/m2

P00.002), and with the ratio of fruits and vegetables to
potential acidogenic foods.

Conclusions We observed a small but significant positive
association between a more alkaline diet and muscle mass
indexes in healthy women that was independent of age,
physical activity and protein intake equating to a scale of
effect between a fifth and one half of the observed relation-
ship with 10 years of age. Although protein is important for
maintenance of muscle mass, eating fruits and vegetables
that supply adequate amounts of potassium and magnesium
are also relevant. The results suggest a potential role for diet
in the prevention of muscle loss.

Keywords Diet acid–base Load . Fat-free mass . Muscle .
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Introduction

Skeletal muscle is required to maintain posture and mobility
[1]. However, there is loss of muscle mass and strength
(sarcopenia) which starts even in healthy individuals from
the age of 40 that is a major contributor to loss of functional
ability and increased frailty in the elderly [2, 3]. Fractures
and falls are a major public health problem costing £2.3
billion per year in health and social care in the UK alone,
and $17 billion per year in the USA therefore, methods of
preventing them are required [4, 5]. Conservation of skeletal
muscle mass is important in preventing falls and fractures as
it is positively associated with bone density and, in addition
to its role in maintaining balance, may also act as a protec-
tive barrier to reduce the impact of falls [6–9]. Despite the
importance of skeletal muscle, at present, the causes of
muscle loss in the healthy population are incompletely un-
derstood [10].

The metabolic acidosis associated with chronic kidney
disease is a major cause of skeletal muscle mass loss in that
condition, with reversal of muscle loss associated with
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correction of acidosis [11, 12]. However, the potential for
mild metabolic acidosis associated with an acidogenic die-
tary acid–base load to influence muscle loss has been less
well studied.

Nutrition is important in muscle metabolism with protein
integral to muscle composition and function and there is
some evidence that vitamin D is relevant to function and
muscle mass [13, 3]. A deficit in protein will lead to a
negative nitrogen balance and loss of skeletal muscle mass
[3, 14–16]. However, although adequate protein is required
for the prevention and management of sarcopenia the opti-
mum quantities are under debate, particularly in older peo-
ple [3, 14–16].

Dietary acid–base load consists of the contribution from
both acidogenic and alkalinogenic forming foods. Protein
containing foods, including meats, fish, eggs, cereals and
dairy foods are acidogenic as metabolism by the liver of the
sulphur containing amino acids (cysteine and methionine)
results in the production of hydrogen ions which can lower
blood pH [17–19]. Alkalinogenic foods balance the mild
metabolic acidosis from metabolism of acidogenic foods via
the carbonate present as alkaline salts in fruits and vegeta-
bles [17–19]. Dietary acid–base load is a balance between
acidogenic foods (protein containing foods) and alkalino-
genic foods (fruits and vegetables) that supply base
precursors.

Evidence for the metabolic effects of dietary acid–base
load exists since the relationship with Net Acid Excretion
and urine pH has been demonstrated in population and
intervention studies [17–19]. Previously, a more acidic die-
tary acid–base load has been related to the skeletal system,
with lower bone density in women and children associated
with a more acidic dietary load, although recent intervention
studies with alkaline salts found mixed effects on markers
on bone turnover [20–24]. However, to date, the effects of
mild metabolic acidosis on muscle mass in healthy partic-
ipants have only been investigated in a few studies of
middle- and older-aged populations [11, 24–26]. Acidosis
may impact on the loss of muscle mass through effects on
protein metabolism by decreasing synthesis and accelerating
proteolysis and amino acid oxidation, mediated via the
ubiquitin proteasome system the major pathway degrading
protein in skeletal muscle, or via alterations in IGF-1 sig-
nalling [26, 27].

One measure of the balance between acidogenic and
alkalinogenic foods is the potential renal acid load (PRAL)
which includes contributions from nutrient categories that
relate to the major determinants of their acid or base forming
potential, i.e. protein and phosphorus (acidogenic) and cal-
cium, potassium and magnesium (alkalinogenic) [17–19].

The purpose of this study was to investigate the associ-
ation between dietary acid–base load, as estimated by
PRAL, and fat-free mass measured using dual-energy X-

ray absorptiometry (DXA) body scans in a cohort of healthy
women with a wide range of ages to further understand the
effects of diet in the loss and maintenance of muscle mass.

Materials and methods

Subjects and study design

The TwinsUK Registry is an on-going study of healthy adult
twin volunteers who have undergone extensive clinical
assessments to collect data for a range of age-related char-
acteristics [28]. The data includes information from regis-
tered twins who were sent questionnaires concerning health
and lifestyle behaviours and who had physical assessments.
This study included 2689 of the female twins aged 18–
79 years who had complete data for DXA body scans,
dietary questionnaires and clinical assessments between
1996 and 2000. The participants in the study were not
selected for any characteristic or disease trait. Participants
in the TwinsUK Registry have been shown to be represen-
tative of adult singleton populations in the UK [29, 30].

Zygosity was derived by questionnaire and confirmed by
multiplex-DNA fingerprinting (PE Applied Biosystems).
Physical activity during work and leisure time was derived
by questionnaire using the Allied Dunbar Physical Activity
Score as inactive, light, moderate and heavy exercise [31].
Smoking habit was determined from questionnaire as cur-
rent, ex- or never smoker. Ethical approval was obtained
from the St. Thomas’s Hospital Research Ethics committee
and informed consent was obtained from all subjects.

Assessment of body composition

Height and weight were measured using standard scales and
BMI calculated by dividing weight (in kilograms) by the
square of height (in meters). Body composition was mea-
sured using dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (Hologic
QDR) with participants in a supine position on the table
top with their feet in a neutral position and hands flat by
their sides. Total fat mass and fat-free mass were determined
using standard software calculations. Percentage fat-free
mass (FFM%) was calculated as: FFM kg/total body
weight×100. Fat-free mass index (FFMI) was calculated
as: FFM kg/height2 [32].

Dietary intake

Dietary intake was calculated using a validated 131 item
semi-quantitative Food Frequency Questionnaire (FFQ),
previously used in the EPIC-Norfolk (European Prospective
Investigations into Cancer and Nutrition) study which is as
valid for PRAL when compared with 24-h urine pH as other
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more detailed dietary methods [17, 30, 33, 34]. Subjects
completed the frequency of consumption of foods which
were described in average portion sizes. Nutrients were
calculated using the UK National Nutrient Database [33,
34]. Individuals were excluded, a priori, if more than 10
items on the FFQ were left blank or if the ratio of energy
intakes to estimated basal metabolic rate were>2 standard
deviations from the mean of the ratio [30, 33].

To estimate energy requirements the ratio of reported
energy intake (EI:EER) to estimated energy expenditure
was calculated and this was included as a covariate for
adjustment in the statistical analyses [35, 36].

The measure of dietary acid–base load used was the
PRAL index which was calculated by using individual
nutrients derived from the FFQ using the following formula
[18, 23]:

PRAL inmilliequivalents=dayð Þ ¼ milligrams phosphorus=day� 0:0366ð Þ þ grams protein=day� 0:4888ð Þ
� milligrams potassium=day� 0:0205ð Þ þ milligrams calcium=day� 0:0125ð Þ þ milligramsmagnesium=day� 0:0263ð Þ

The protein/potassium ratio was calculated as: protein
grams/day/potassium in milliequivalents. Percentage protein
intake was calculated as protein in grams/day×4 kcal and
divided by total energy intake in kilocalories.

Statistical methods

Statistical analyses were performed with Stata statistical
software version 11.0 (Stata Corp, College Station, TX).
Quartiles of PRAL intake were calculated (quartile 1 being
more alkaline, quartile 4 being more acidic.). Means and
standard deviation of FFM, FFM% and FFMI were calcu-
lated for quartiles of dietary PRAL intake. Since the pro-
portion of fat-free mass is negatively influenced by age,
smoking habit and physical activity, these covariates were
included in the models [37–40]. As in addition to total body
weight, total fat mass also influences the total amount of fat-
free mass the models for FFM and FFMI were also adjusted
for fat mass (FFM% is a measure that is proportional to fat
mass) [32]. To account for potential effects of differences in
dietary reporting habit (misreporting) we also included the
EI:EER in the models [36]. Additionally, since protein is
also involved in muscle metabolism, we included percent-
age protein in the final model [3]. Three models are pre-
sented in the tables; model 1 unadjusted data; model 2
adjusted for age, physical activity, EI:EER and smoking
habit and in the case of FFM and FFMI also for total fat
mass; model 3 included the covariates as in model 2 but also
included percentage protein intake. The analyses were also
repeated with the protein/potassium ratio.

To determine whether there might be a different associa-
tion between PRAL and FFM in relation to menopausal
status, we repeated the analyses stratified by age, those
above and those below the age of 55 years.

To further understand the relationship between the foods
contributing to PRAL and their proportion in the diet, the
ratio of the proportion of fruit and vegetable (alkalinogenic)
foods to other potentially acidogenic forming foods in the

diet was derived: the proportion of fruits and vegetables to
the total amount of all potentially acid forming foods; meats,
fish, dairy foods, eggs and cereal foods (FNVEG:
PROTCER). The ratio was divided into quartiles (Q1 rep-
resenting the lowest proportion of fruit and vegetables to
diet and Q4 representing the greatest proportion of fruit and
vegetables to diet) and the mean and standard deviation of
FFM, FFM%, and FFMI then calculated according to quar-
tile. Adjustment for covariates was performed as for model 2
above. As data from members of twin pairs could not be
treated as independent we controlled for familial aggrega-
tion by treating twin pairs as clusters by using the robust
regression cluster option in Stata software. Models were
also run either including zygosity as a covariate or stratified
by zygosity. Within-pair models were also run.

The contribution to potassium intake of different food
types was calculated.

Results

Our cohort of 2,689 female twins ranged from 18–79 years
with 50 % of the group aged 50 years or more, Table 1.
Around three quarters of the sample reported moderate or
heavy physical activity and 18.7 % were current smokers.
Within the cohort, 1,818 were dizygotic twins and 796 were
monozygotic. The mean SD protein intake per kilogram
body weight was 1.26 g/kg (0.37) (the US RDA for protein
for women in the age group 18–75 years and over is 0.80 g/
kg/day) [35].

Mean intake of PRAL was −9.24 mEq/day (SD 11.94)
and ranged from −24.44 mEq/day in quartile 1 (most alka-
line) to 4.83 mEq/day in quartile 4 (most acidic), a differ-
ence of 29.27 mEq/day, Table 2. Only age and physical
activity were significantly related to quartiles of a more
acidic PRAL intake. Protein intake was negatively associat-
ed with a more alkaline PRAL (P<0.001) while magnesium
and potassium were positively related to a more alkaline
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PRAL (P<0.001) with calcium and phosphorus not signif-
icantly related. Energy intake was not significantly associ-
ated with PRAL (r 0.028, P00.281). Intakes of foods
negatively and significantly associated with a more alkaline
PRAL were meat, fish and cereals, all P<0.001 and eggs
P00.007, whereas fruit and vegetables were positively re-
lated to a more alkaline PRAL P<0.001. The main foods
that contributed to 62 % of potassium intake were fruit and
vegetables (30.2 %), dairy foods (17.3 %) and potatoes
(14.4 %).

Table 3 summarises the three models derived to examine
for the association between acid–base load and fat-free
mass. Total FFM was 0.45 kg higher in those eating a more
alkaline diet (quartile 1 of PRAL) than in those eating a
more acidic diet (quartile 4 of PRAL), in the unadjusted
model and 0.79 kg higher in the adjusted model. The trend
was not significant in the unadjusted model but was signif-
icant after adjustment for age, physical activity, EI:EER,
smoking and fat mass (P00.001). Further adjustment for
percentage protein intake did not materially change the
association (P00.010). There was also a trend towards a
difference in FFM% of 0.47 % (P00.18) with a more acidic
diet but this was not statistically significant. The difference
was greater (1.06 %) and significant (P<0.001) after adjust-
ment for age, physical activity and smoking and also
remained significant with further adjustment for percentage
protein intake (P00.008). The FFMI was significantly lower
with a more acidic diet both with and without adjustment for
age, EI:EER, physical activity, smoking and fat mass:
0.2 kg/m2 (P00.040) and 0.24 kg/m2 (P00.002) (Table 3).
After adjustment for percentage protein the association be-
tween FFMI and acid–base load was greater, a difference of
0.28 kg/m2 (P00.001). When compared with the mean
value for the whole cohort the differences between quartile
1 and quartile 4 ranged between 1.6 and 2.0 % of the
adjusted mean for FFMI and FFM, respectively, and after
adjustment for protein intake were between 1.3 and 1.9 %
for FFM% and the FFMI, respectively (Table 3). The asso-
ciations found did not differ substantially by menopausal
status (above and below the age of 55 years) data not shown.
In addition the association between the protein/potassium
ratio and the indexes of skeletal muscle mass did not differ
substantially from the results with PRAL, data not shown.
Also the results did not differ by zygosity.

For indexes of fat-free mass (FFM, FFM%, FFMI), our
data suggest that a one quartile increase in PRAL was
associated with a 0.28 kg negative difference in FFM (P0
0.001), a 0.37 % difference in FFM% (P<0.001), and a
0.09 kg/m2 difference in FFMI (P00.002), Table 4. After
further adjustment for percentage protein intake, the associ-
ations were attenuated for FFM and FFM% and increased
for FFMI. Percentage protein was not significantly associ-
ated with FFMI but was negatively associated with FFM%
(P00.031) and there was a trend towards significance with
FFM (P00.09). Compared with PRAL, the association be-
tween indexes of fat-free mass with smoking were three to
four times that of PRAL, for physical activity two to seven
times, and for fat mass (per standard deviation) around nine
times that of PRAL.

Within this cohort, a difference of 10 years in age in the
multivariate model was associated with a 1.15 kg lower
FFM. Compared with this the difference of 0.28 kg per
quartile of PRAL was equivalent to 24.3 % i.e. around a

Table 1 Characteristics of the study population of 2,689 women aged
18–79 years

Mean SD

N (2689)

Age, years 48.2 12.7

Height, cm 162.4 6.0

Weight, kg 65.6 11.3

BMI, kg/m2 24.9 4.2

Fat mass, kg 22.8 7.9

FFM, kg 39.6 5.3

FFM%, % 61.0 6.5

FFMI, kg/m2 15.0 1.7

Current smokers, % (N) 18.7 (494)

Physical activity, % active (N) 78.0 (2097)

PRAL, mEq/day −9.24 11.94

Nutrients

Energy, kcal/d 1977 526

Protein, g/day 81.1 21.5

Protein, % energy 16.6 2.6

Phosphorus, mg/day 1518 409

Calcium, mg/day 1132 374

Potassium, mg/day 3963 1000

Magnesium, mg/day 343 92.4

Protein g/kg body weight 1.26 0.37

Foods

Meat, g/day 93.2 50.7

Fish, g/day 35.1 25.8

Eggs, g/day 10.4 10.2

Cereals, g/day 265 114

Dairy, g/day 425 202

Fruit, g/day 246 192

Vegetables, g/day 324 161

FNVEG:PROTCER 0.75 0.48

Values are mean, SD unless stated otherwise

Meat (meats and meat products), dairy (all dairy, milk, yogurt, cream,
cheese), cereals (all breads, cakes, biscuits, rice, pasta). FNVEG:
PROTCER the proportion of fruits and vegetables to the total amount
of meats, fish, dairy foods, eggs, and cereal foods

FFM fat-free mass (kilogram), FFM% percentage fat-free mass
(percent), FFMI fat-free mass index (kilograms per square meter),
PRAL potential renal acid load
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quarter of the effect of the difference in age. For FFM% and
FFMI the equivalent figures were 19.5 and 52.9 % indicat-
ing that the scale of the effect of PRAL in relation to a
decade of age was between 20 and 53 %.

The proportion of fruits and vegetables to the total amount
of meat, fish, dairy, eggs and cereal foods (FNVEG:
PROTCER) ranged from 0.3 to 1.4 Q1 vs Q4, Fig 1. The ratio
of FNVEG:PROTCER was positively and significantly asso-
ciated with FFM, FFM% and FFMI (all P<0.025) and there
were differences of 1.05 kg for FFM between Q1 and Q4, of
0.67 % for FFM% and 0.32 kg/m2 for FFMI.

Discussion

In this study of 18–79 year old women, we found a signif-
icant positive association between measures of lean body
mass and a more alkaline dietary load. Differences of
0.79 kg for FFM, 1.06 % for FFM% and 0.24 kg/m2 for
FFMI were found between the most alkaline and most acidic
diets, equating to differences that were between 1.6 and

2.0 % of the mean indexes for this population. These asso-
ciations were significant after adjustment for age, physical
activity, misreporting and smoking habit and for fat mass
(for FFM, FFMI), with only slight attenuation of findings
after adjustment for percentage protein intake. They did not
differ according to menopausal status. The differences we
found were over and above the known effects of age and
other covariates and equated to a scale of effect that was
between 20 and 53 % of the scale of the observed associa-
tion with 10 years of age. We also observed a significant
positive association with a greater proportion of fruit and
vegetables to fish, meat, eggs, dairy and cereal foods (acido-
genic to alkalinogenic foods) with a ratio of 1.4 being
optimum. To our knowledge, this is the first study to inves-
tigate associations between dietary acid–base load and esti-
mates of skeletal muscle mass in a range of young to older-
aged women.

Our findings were observed across all age ranges and
there was not only a difference between those with the most
acidogenic (positive PRAL intake) and alkalinogenic diet
but there was also a continuous association with better

Table 2 Characteristics of the participants and intakes of nutrients and foods according to quartile of Potential Renal Acid Load (PRAL) intake of
2,689 women aged 18–79 years

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Pa

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

PRAL, mEq/day −24.44 8.43 −12.10 2.11 −5.23 1.98 4.83 6.14 −

Characteristics

Age, years 50.2 11.7 48.5 12.1 48.5 12.4 45.7 14.1 <0.001

Height, cm 162.4 6.0 162.4 5.9 162.3 6.0 162.6 6.2 0.58

Weight, kg 65.7 11.1 65.6 11.3 65.6 11.6 65.5 11.1 0.74

BMI, kg/m2 24.9 4.0 24.9 4.1 24.9 4.4 24.8 4.2 0.75

Fat mass, kg 22.7 7.7 22.6 8.0 23.1 8.3 22.7 7.7 0.75

Current smokers, % (N) 17.7 (119) 18.6 (125) 17.8 (120) 19.4 (130) 0.85

Physical activity, % active (N) 18.7 (126) 19.6 (132) 23.2 (156) 26.5 (178) 0.002

Nutrients

Protein, g/day 77.9 20.5 76.4 20.5 80.7 20.4 89.2 22.4 <0.001

Phosphorus, mg/day 1553 415 1533 390 1536 405 1593 415 0.11

Calcium, mg/day 1163 386 1102 356 1119 375 1146 376 0.59

Potassium, mg/day 4587 1030 3909 890 3750 892 3603 886 <0.001

Magnesium, mg/day 382 94.4 336 87.0 329 89.0 326 87.6 <0.001

Foods

Meat, g/day 72 41 82 44 95 44 124 57 <0.001

Fish, g/day 33 24 33 26 36 25 39 28 <0.001

Eggs, g/day 10.0 10.1 9.7 9.8 10.7 10.6 11.3 10.4 0.007

Cereals, g/day 247 112 250 106 265 111 297 121 <0.001

Dairy, g/day 432 207 415 196 433 200 421 206 0.67

Fruit and vegetables, g/day 796 361 564 238 498 213 420 191 <0.001

Values are mean, SD
aP for trend across quartiles calculated using linear regression
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indexes of muscle mass across the range of the more alka-
line diet (negative PRAL intake) in this population. Our
findings were also observed within a population with rela-
tively high levels of physical activity, were not related to
zygosity and also within-pair analyses were not informative.

We chose to investigate not only FFM and FFM% but
also the FFMI as indexes of muscle mass because fat-free
mass increases with both increased height and weight. The
FFMI is considered to be a preferable method for compar-
ison purposes since it uses the square of the height as the
denominator, effectively eliminating the differences associ-
ated with greater height [32].

Comparison of indexes of muscle mass with other studies

The results of our study are comparable with estimates of
muscle mass from other studies. In American Caucasian
women from the NHANES III study, the mean FFMI (cal-
culated using skin fold measures) was 17.9 kg/m2 in women
aged 40–99 years [32, 41] however, body weight and BMI
were greater in this population compared to our cohort. In a
US population study using DXA measures of body compo-
sition, mean fat-free mass was 43.9 kg in non-Hispanic
white women [42]. In a European study of women in Swit-
zerland, the mean FFMI (measured using bioelectrical im-
pedance) was 15.6 in 18–24-year old women and 16.7 in
55–64 year old women [32]. The mean FFM and FFMI in
our study was relatively lower than in these studies; how-
ever, the other populations were either younger, heavier or
taller than our cohort or the data mainly obtained via im-
pedance methods, which may not be directly comparable
with our DXA values.

Our data also showed age-related differences in muscle
mass which are comparable with other studies although
other studies used bioimpedance as well as DXA methods
[41–43]. Estimates from other studies in women ranged
from differences of lean mass of 1.5 kg per decade in
sedentary women 45 years and over to a decline in fat-free
mass index of 0.17 kg/m2, over 5 years, in women aged
75 years and over [41–44].

Intervention studies with potassium salts

Although the relationship between the extreme metabolic
acidosis of chronic renal failure and muscle loss has been
well established there have been comparatively few stud-
ies investigating the effects of dietary acid load on mus-
cle mass in healthy people and to our knowledge there
have been none in a population including a wide age
range [11, 27]. Two intervention studies designed to
understand the effect of reducing the metabolic acidosis
of chronic renal disease, using sodium bicarbonate as the
source of bicarbonate, found improvements in nitrogen
balance, in serum albumin and in mid-arm muscle cir-
cumference after supplementation for 2 years (greater
nitrogen excretion occurs during muscle breakdown)
[45, 46]. Two supplementation studies of potassium bi-
carbonate in healthy post-menopausal women or in older
men and women found significant improvements in ni-
trogen excretion, with the more recent study suggesting
this effect might be mediated by IGF-1 [24, 25]. Fur-
thermore, a cross-sectional study of potassium excretion
in older people found a significant positive association
with percentage lean body mass, and change in lean

Table 3 Indexes of muscle mass according to quartile of PRAL intake in 2689 women aged 18−79 years before and after adjustment for age,
physical activity, smoking habit and fat mass and also for percentage protein intake, values are mean (SEM) unless SD also provided

Model Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Diffa Pb

Mean SEM (SD) Mean SEM (SD) Mean SEM (SD) Mean SEM (SD)

Fat-free mass
(FFM), kg

1 39.82 0.20 (5.42) 39.67 0.14 (5.29) 39.52 0.14 (5.22) 39.37 0.19 (5.38) −1.1 0.13

2 40.10 0.20 39.73 0.19 39.27 0.19 39.31 0.20 −2.0 0.001

3 40.02 0.20 39.70 0.19 39.28 0.19 39.38 0.21 −1.6 0.010

Percentage fat-free
mass (FFM%)

1 61.25 0.23 (6.41) 61.09 0.17 (6.52) 60.94 0.17 (6.73) 60.78 0.23 (6.36) −0.8 0.18

2 61.47 0.25 61.34 0.25 60.82 0.26 60.41 0.25 −1.7 <0.001

3 61.35 0.24 61.31 0.25 60.85 0.26 60.54 0.25 −1.3 0.008

Fat-free mass Index
(FFMI), kg/m2

1 15.10 0.06 (1.70) 15.03 0.04 (1.69) 14.97 0.05 (1.74) 14.90 0.06 (1.78) −1.3 0.040

2 15.14 0.06 15.05 0.06 14.90 0.06 14.90 0.07 −1.6 0.002

3 15.16 0.06 15.05 0.06 14.90 0.06 14.88 0.06 −1.9 0.001

Values are mean, SEM
aDiff difference between quartiles 1 and 4 as a percentage of the mean of the population ((Q4−Q1)/mean of the population)×100. Model 1
unadjusted association. Model 2 adjusted for age, physical activity, dietary misreporting and smoking habit (for FFM%). FFMI and FFM were also
adjusted for fat mass. Model 3 includes the same variables as model 2 with the addition of percentage protein (protein as percentage of energy)
bP for trend across quartiles calculated using linear regression
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body mass over a 3-year period, of around 0.65 % lean
body mass per standard deviation of potassium excretion,

equivalent to around 0.48 kg of lean body mass in that
population [26].

Table 4 The association of in-
dexes of muscle mass with po-
tential renal acid load in 2689
women aged 18 to 79 years

aThe beta coefficients represent
the difference in the indexes of
fat-free mass according to the
variable specified: per quartile of
PRAL (potential renal acid
load), age per 10 years, smoking
(yes vs no), energy intake to es-
timated energy expenditure ratio
– EI:EER divided by its standard
deviation, physical activity (ac-
tive vs inactive), fat mass in kg
divided by its standard deviation
(7.93) , percentage protein intake
(per quartile)

βa 95 % CI P R2

Fat-free mass (per kg)

Model 2

PRAL (per quartile) −0.28 −0.45,−0.12 0.001 0.25

Age (per 10 years) −1.15 −1.33,−0.97 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −0.76 −1.23,−0.29 0.001

EI:EER (per SD) −0.35 −0.54,−0.15 0.001

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 0.84 0.37, 1.30 <0.001

Fat mass (per SD) 2.53 2.27, 2.79 <0.001

Model 3

PRAL (per quartile) −0.23 −0.41,−0.06 0.010 0.25

Age (per 10 years) −1.12 −1.30,−0.94 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −0.69 −1.16,−0.22 0.004

EI:EER (per SD) −0.40 −0.61,−0.20 <0.001

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 0.81 0.34, 1.27 0.001

Fat mass (per SD) 2.53 2.27, 2.80 <0.001

Percentage protein intake (per quartile) −0.16 −0.36, 0.03 0.090

Percentage fat-free mass (per %)

Model 2

PRAL (per quartile) −0.37 −0.57,−0.17 <0.001 0.15

Age (per 10 years) −1.90 −2.11,−1.68 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −1.29 −1.90,−0.68 <0.001

EI:EER (per SD) 0.79 0.54, 1.05 <0.001

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 2.49 1.90, 3.07 <0.001

Model 3

PRAL (per quartile) −0.29 −0.51,−0.08 0.008 0.16

Age (per 10 years) −1.85 −2.07,−1.63 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −1.24 −1.86,−0.63 <0.001

EI:EER (per SD) 0.70 0.40, 0.97 <0.001

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 2.43 1.85, 3.01 <0.001

Percentage protein intake (per quartile) −0.26 −0.50,−0.02 0.031

Fat-free mass index (per kg/m2)

Model 2

PRAL (per quartile) −0.09 −0.14,−0.03 0.002 0.22

Age (per 10 years) −0.17 −0.23,−0.11 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −0.28 −0.43,−0.13 <0.001

EI:EER (per SD) −0.08 −0.15,−0.015 0.017

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 0.17 0.01, 0.32 0.042

Fat mass (per SD) 0.82 0.74, 0.91 <0.001

Model 3

PRAL (per quartile) −0.10 −0.16,−0.04 0.001 0.22

Age (per 10 years) −0.18 −0.24,−0.12 <0.001

Current smoking (yes versus no) −0.29 −0.44,−0.14 <0.001

EI:EER (per SD) −0.07 −0.14, 0.00 0.60

Physical activity (active versus inactive) 0.17 0.01, 0.33 0.032

Fat mass (per SD) 0.82 0.73, 0.91 <0.001

Percentage protein intake (per quartile) 0.05 −0.01, 0.11 0.14
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Significance of the findings

We estimated that the mean acid–base load of the diet in
this study was −9.24 mEq/day. This compared with other
estimates in UK women of −7.2 mEq/day, indicates that
the diet was on average more alkaline than in other
studies although our range was large≈29.27 mEq/day
[17, 21, 23]. Protein and adequate nitrogen balance is
essential for maintenance of muscle mass [3, 14–16].
However, our findings remained significant after ac-
counting for the protein content of the diet suggesting
that although protein is important for maintenance of
muscle mass (the average intake was 81.1 g per day,
16.6 % of energy) other nutrients in the diet associated
with more alkalinogenic foods, particularly potassium
and magnesium, may also be relevant. Indeed the pro-
portion of fruits and vegetables to foods with a potential
acidogenic profile (meats, fish, eggs, dairy, cereals) was
positively and significantly associated with indexes of
skeletal muscle mass. The results of the hypotheses from
our study suggest that the optimal diet for maintenance
of muscle mass should contain not only protein but also
other nutrients associated with the alkalinogenic foods
fruits and vegetables. In our study, we found the optimal
ratio of alkalinogenic to acidogenic foods: fruits and
vegetables compared with intakes of meats, fish, eggs,
dairy, and cereals to be 1.4.

Strengths and weaknesses of this study

The strengths of this study include the large sample size,
the wide age range of our participants and the objective
assessment of body composition by DXA. We also uti-
lised the wide age range to determine whether associa-
tions were greater in pre than post-menopausal women.
Limitations of our study warrant discussion. As with any
cross-sectional study design, no causal associations can

be made and we cannot exclude the possibility of resid-
ual confounding, although we adjusted for possible con-
founders. However, given our detailed adjustment for
potential confounders it is unlikely that these would
account for the observed results. We relied on an FFQ
for our dietary measures, although in a validation study
estimates of PRAL from this FFQ and from a 7-day
diary showed associations of a similar scale with pH
measured in 24-h urine excretion, indicating that for
PRAL the FFQ estimates as efficiently as a diary [17].
More specifically, comparison of the beta coefficients of
the association with 24-h urine pH were −0.13 (P0
0.001) per standard deviation of PRAL for the FFQ
and −0.16 (P00.001) for the diary [17]. Our findings
relate to women, and further studies are required to
examine if similar associations are observed in male
participants.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we found a small significant positive
association between a more alkaline diet and indexes of
skeletal muscle mass indicating a potential role for diet
in prevention of muscle loss. The association was inde-
pendent of age, physical activity, potential misreporting
and protein intake, and equated to a scale of effect that
was between one fifth and one half of the scale of
observed relationship with 10 years of age. Since con-
servation of muscle mass is vital for health and may
have a role in prevention of fractures, the results point
towards potential targeted interventions, particularly in
the pre-frail elderly, where preventing muscle loss is a
priority for optimal health.

Acknowledgements This work was supported in part by the Well-
come Trust, The Chronic Diseases Research Foundation and UEA
research funding for dietary assessment.

a) FFM, kg b) %FFM c) FFMI, kg/m2

60
60.2
60.4
60.6
60.8

61
61.2
61.4
61.6
61.8

62

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4
38

38.5

39

39.5

40

40.5

14

14.5

15

15.5

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

Fig. 1 Indexes of skeletal muscle mass according to quartiles of the
proportion of fruit and vegetables to the total amount of meat, fish,
dairy foods, eggs, and cereal foods (FNVEG:PROTCER). All analyses
adjusted for age, physical activity, smoking habit and misreporting

using ANCOVA. Quartile values for ratio of fruit and vegetables to
total meat, fish, eggs, dairy foods and cereal foods—mean, (SD) Q1
0.33(0.09) Q2 0.54(0.06) Q3 0.77(0.08) Q4 1.35(0.57). a P for trend
P00.001, b P for trend P00.025, c P for trend P00.001
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