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DEAR DR. ROACH: I’m a 
woman of 54 with somewhat 
limited mobility due to back 
pain. Perhaps for this reason, 
my primary care physician or-
dered a DEXA scan in 2023 and 
again in 2026. I was alarmed 
when the recent scan showed 
osteopenia in five of the six 
areas that were tested.

I thought the 2023 scan was 
normal, but when I revisited 
it, I saw that I had osteopenia 
then as well. But in the 2023 
report, they had only looked for 
a Z-score of less than -2 as an 
indicator of a problem, whereas 
in 2026 they used the T-score.

Had I realized that I had 
osteopenia three years ago, I’d 
have started taking calcium 
(I get plenty in my diet and 
struggle with large pills) and 
weighed the risks of more vig-
orous exercise differently. (Per-
haps I should be more willing 
to risk short-term flare-ups in 
the pursuit of long-term bone 
health.)

I’m not sure if this reporting 
method is standard, but per-
haps physicians and patients 
should look at the T-score for an 
indication of osteopenia if the 
radiologist doesn’t do so. -- J.F.

ANSWER: There are three 
numbers I look for when re-
viewing a patient’s bone density 
scans. (DEXA, or dual-energy 
X-ray absorptiometry, is the 
standard screening and diag-
nostic test for bone loss.)

The first is the T-score, which 
compares my patient to a per-

son of the same sex at peak 
bone mass. A T-score of zero 
means the person who’s being 
scanned has the peak bone 
mass of a healthy young adult. 
(It’s very unusual to see a pos-
itive T-score.) If a person has 
peak bone density, their T-score 
will be zero. A T-score of -1.0 is 
one standard deviation below 
peak bone mass; -1.1 to -2.4 is 
considered low bone mass or 
osteopenia; and -2.5 or less is 
considered osteoporosis.

The Z-score compares a per-
son to the average score within 
their age group and sex. An old-
er person might have a T-score 
in the osteopenia or even os-
teoporotic range, yet have a 

normal Z-score. The Z-score 
is most useful for alerting the 
clinician if a patient’s bone 
density is lower than expected 
for their age.

A very low Z-score suggests 
a secondary reason for osteo-
porosis. This can include med-
ications such as prednisone or 
anti-epilepsy drugs; celiac or 
other malabsorptive diseases; 
or hormonal conditions like 
excess thyroid hormone, hy-
perparathyroidism, or low sex 
hormones.

Finally, most DEXA scans 
now include the FRAX score, 
which is critical in communi-
cating a person’s risk of fracture 

Z- and T-scores in DEXA scans

7-Day Forecast for Whitesburg

Wednesday

A t-storm in spots 
in the afternoon

85°
RealFeel® 90°

65°

Thursday

Humid; a stray 
afternoon t-storm

84°
RealFeel® 91°

64°

Friday

Partly sunny, a 
shower; humid

79°
RealFeel® 92°

62°

Saturday

Mostly sunny, 
warm and humid

85°
RealFeel® 95°

64°

Monday

Humid with 
a couple of 
t-storms

84°
RealFeel® 94°

67°

Sunday

Partly sunny and 
humid

83°
RealFeel® 95°

65°

Tuesday

Some rain and 
a t-storm in the 
a.m.

78°
RealFeel® 85°

60°
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