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Abstract

Phosphorus bioavailability is an emerging topic of interest in the field of renal nutrition that has 

important research and clinical implications. Estimates of phosphorus bioavailability, based on 

digestibility, indicate that bioavailability of phosphorus increases from plants to animals to food 

additives. In this commentary, we examined the proportion of dietary phosphorus from plants, 

animals and food additives excreted in urine from four controlled feeding studies conducted in 

healthy adults and patients with chronic kidney disease. As expected, a smaller proportion of 

phosphorus from plant foods was excreted in urine compared to animal foods. However, contrary 

to expectations, phosphorus from food additives appeared to be incompletely absorbed. The 

apparent discrepancy between digestibility of phosphorus additives and the proportion excreted in 

urine suggests a need for human balance studies to determine the bioavailability of different 

sources of phosphorus.

Keywords

Phosphorus; Bioavailability; Plant; Animal; Food Additives; Urine; Digestibility; Absorption

INTRODUCTION

Hyperphosphatemia is a common complication in patients with chronic kidney disease 

(CKD), which is thought to contribute to renal osteodystrophy and cardiovascular disease.1 

To help manage hyperphosphatemia, CKD patients are often prescribed phosphorus binders 
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and advised to follow a low-phosphorus diet, which involves restricting foods that are high 

in phosphorus.1 Unfortunately, phosphorus-rich foods are abundant in the diet (e.g., dairy, 

nuts, seeds, legumes, whole grains), and include many other important nutrients. As a result, 

avoiding high-phosphorus foods can be challenging for CKD patients, and may contribute to 

malnutrition in this already nutritionally compromised patient population.2

A growing body of evidence suggests that crude amounts of phosphorus in foods do not 

reflect true phosphorus exposure because of variability in phosphorus bioavailability.3,4 

Indeed, phosphorus bioavailability estimates range from approximately 6% for sesame seeds 

to nearly 100% for phosphorus-based food additives.5-7 Adjusting for phosphorus 

bioavailability has important implications for research linking dietary phosphorus to disease 

outcomes, and dietary guidelines for managing hyperphosphatemia in CKD patients, in 

particular, providing opportunities to liberalize the diet.

In general, foods are grouped together based on phosphorus bioavailability by source as 

plants, animals and food additives.7 Although differences in phosphorus bioavailability 

between plants and animals have been shown to be clinically relevant8, phosphorus 

bioavailability estimates are largely based on chemical composition and digestibility, which 

may not reflect the bioavailability in vivo. With this commentary, we attempt to bring 

attention to this issue by exploring the available data on the proportion of plant-, animal-, 

and food additive-based phosphorus excreted in urine during controlled feeding studies.

THE DIGESTIBILITY MODEL OF PHOSPHORUS BIOAVAILABILITY

Although estimates of phosphorus bioavailability vary, it is generally accepted that 

bioavailability of phosphorus from plant < animals < food additives.7 Phosphorus from 

plants is thought to be poorly absorbed because the majority of it exists as part of 

phosphorus storage molecules called phytates, which cannot be broken down by human 

digestive enzymes.6 A substantial portion of animal-based phosphorus (and some plant-

based phosphorus) is bound to digestible organic molecules (e.g., proteins, phospholipids, 

nucleic acids), which are thought to be mostly bioavailable.6 Lastly, food additive-based 

phosphorus (and some plant- and animal-based phosphorus) exists as inorganic molecules 

(e.g., phosphate, phosphate salts) that readily dissociate in water, and are thought to be fully 

bioavailable.6,7 The amount of phosphorus added to processed foods is unlisted; however, 

researchers have established novel analytical procedures for measuring inorganic 

phosphorus in foods9,10, and have started to obtain these estimates.

The digestibility model of phosphorus bioavailability (described above) is based on the 

assumption that digestion of dietary phosphorus is the key determinant of bioavailability, 

and therefore, the effect of dietary phosphorus on health (e.g., hyperphosphatemia, renal 

osteodystrophy, vascular calcification). However, this model overlooks interactions that 

occur within the human digestive tract, and the effects of other nutrients in phosphorus-rich 

foods on phosphorus metabolism and health. We hypothesize that the proposed differences 

in phosphorus bioavailability between plants, animals and food additives based on 

digestibility will be attenuated in vivo because: (1) binding of phosphorus to other 

compounds in the digestive tract will disproportionately affect highly-digestible inorganic 
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phosphorus; and (2) phosphorus in phytates, which are assumed to be unavailable, may be 

broken down by bacteria in the digestive tract that possess phytase activity, making it 

partially bioavailable.11

PROPORTION OF DIETARY PHOSPHORUS EXCRETED IN URINE

At least four studies have collected data to examine the proportion of dietary phosphorus 

excreted in urine from different diets in humans (Supplementary Table 1).12-15 Most were 

crossover controlled feeding studies that were not designed to study phosphorus 

bioavailability as the primary outcome, but reported estimates of phosphorus intake from 

different sources, and the amount of phosphorus excreted in 24-hour urine samples. This 

approach to assessing phosphorus bioavailability assumes that the participants are in 

phosphorus balance at the time of measurement, and that urinary phosphorus reflects the 

absorbed fraction of dietary phosphorus; the extent to which these assumptions are met vary 

depending on design features of the study (e.g., population, amount of phosphorus, duration 

of feeding).

The first study by Bell et al.12 was a 4-week crossover feeding study in 8 healthy volunteers 

(5 male, 3 female; 24-36 years) designed to examine the effects of phosphorus additives on 

mineral metabolism and bone turnover. During the first 4 weeks, participants were provided 

a diet containing phosphorus from natural sources only. During the last 4 weeks, foods were 

substituted with similar foods containing phosphorus additives. The phosphorus content of 

the diets was analyzed using duplicate meals in week 1, and urinary output of phosphorus 

was measured in 24-hour urine samples collected on the last day of each week. The results 

of this study are depicted in Figure 1, and show that amount of urinary phosphorus in 

relation to dietary phosphorus was similar in the two diets (44% vs 48%).

The second study by Karp et al.13 was a series of five, 24-hour feeding sessions conducted in 

16 healthy female volunteers (20-30 years) over a 5-week period (1 session per week) 

designed to compare the effect of different dietary sources of phosphorus on calcium and 

bone metabolism. The control session was created to be low in phosphorus (500 mg) and 

calcium (300 mg), whereas the other feeding sessions were planned to contain 

approximately 1,000 mg additional phosphorus from whole grains, meat, cheese or 

supplements. Because these authors were interested in studying the impact of whole-foods, 

diets differed in nutrient content (e.g., fiber, protein, calcium). The phosphorus content of 

control foods were estimated using local nutrient composition tables and manufacturers’ 

information, and the phosphorus content of whole grains, meat, cheese and 24-hour urine 

samples were directly analyzed. Because urinary phosphorus was unreported, we estimated 

these values by measuring the published column graph lengths in Microsoft PowerPoint for 

Mac® (v. 14.6.4). The results of this study are depicted in Figure 2, and show that the 

relative amount of urinary phosphorus was highest in the control session (86%), and similar 

in the whole grain (41%) and cheese (38%) sessions, and the meat (53%) and supplement 

(54%) sessions. The lower urine content of the control session likely reflects negative 

phosphorus balance caused by the low dietary phosphorus intake (484 mg), but the other 

sessions had similar phosphorus contents (Figure 2).
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The third study by Moe et al.14 was a 7-day crossover feeding study with a 2-4 week 

washout period designed to determine if the source of phosphorus (animal vs plant) impacts 

phosphorus metabolism and related hormone concentrations in 8 patients with CKD (eGFR 

25-40 mL/min/1.73m2; 4 male, 4 female; 61±8.1 years). Patients requiring phosphorus 

binders or taking dietary calcium or vitamin D supplements were excluded. Diets were 

planned to provide similar amounts of energy, protein, calcium, sodium and phosphorus, 

with phosphorus content of the diets being directly analyzed. Participants stayed at the data 

collection site on the final day of each diet, during which time 24-hour urine samples were 

collected and analyzed for phosphorus content. The results of this study are depicted in 

Figure 3, and show that the relative amount of urinary phosphorus was notably higher in the 

animal-based diet (72%) compared to the plant-based diet (52%).

The fourth study by Gutierrez et al.15 was a 7-day crossover feeding study designed to 

examine the effects of phosphorus additives on bone and mineral metabolism in 10 healthy 

volunteers (4 male, 6 female; 19-45 years, 31.9±7.9 years). Diets were planned on a 4-day 

menu designed to provide similar amounts of energy and other nutrients, although the fat 

and sodium content of the additive-enhanced diet were higher than the low-additive diet. The 

4-day menus, and 24-hour urine samples collected on day 7 of each diet were analyzed for 

phosphorus content. The results of this study are depicted in Figure 4, and show that the 

relative amount of urinary phosphorus was actually lower in the additive enhanced diet 

(36%) compared to the low-additive diet (45%).

DISCUSSION

Phosphorus bioavailability is an emerging topic in the field of renal nutrition, which could 

have important implications for research and clinical recommendations related to dietary 

phosphorus. However, despite the growing awareness of differences in phosphorus 

bioavailability by source3,4, no balance studies have been designed to assess the 

bioavailability of phosphorus from plants, animals and food additives in humans. In this 

commentary, we have identified potentially important distinctions between proportion of 

dietary phosphorus excreted in urine by source, and the commonly referenced values based 

on chemical composition and digestibility studies.

Most notably, three studies failed to support the relatively high bioavailability of phosphorus 

additives that are often reported in the literature.12,13,15 The reason for the discrepancy is 

unclear, but may relate to nutrient-nutrient interactions that occur in the digestive tract, 

rendering inorganic phosphorus less bioavailable (e.g., binding to calcium), or the higher 

phosphorus content of the diets containing phosphorus additives12,15 resulting in lower 

phosphorus absorption, either directly by saturating transporters, or indirectly by 

suppressing calcitriol production.16 However, the latter explanation is limited in that: (1) 

diets with phosphorus additives are expected to contain more phosphorus; (2) one study, 

matched on phosphorus content, found no difference in urine phosphorus between 

phosphorus additives and meat14; and (3) phosphorus bioavailability studies indicate that 

dietary phosphorus absorption is constant across the range of intakes used in feeding studies 

we examined.17 Regardless of the cause, based on the proportion of phosphorus excreted in 

urine, it seems likely that they are incompletely absorbed. This conclusion is supported by a 
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recent feeding study by Scanni et al.16, in which 73% of sodium phosphate continuously 

administered by nasoduodenal feeding tube over a 36-hour period was recovered in urine, 

compared to 100% of intravenously infused sodium phosphate.

Conversely, two studies supported the notion that phosphorus in plant-based foods is less 

bioavailable.13,14 Of interest, the relative amount of phosphorus in urine, and the differences 

between plant and animal sources were lower in one study11 compared to the other14. These 

studies had many dissimilarities, including population (healthy young females vs CKD), 

duration (1 day vs 7 days), sources of plant (unfermented whole grains vs soy/grain) and 

animal (meat or cheese vs meat/dairy) phosphorus, amount of dietary phosphorus (~1,500 

mg vs ~800 mg) and matching of nutrient intakes (sodium and phosphorus vs protein, 

calcium, sodium and phosphorus), which may explain these discrepancies. Ultimately, 

additional studies are needed to clarify these findings, but it appears that at approximately 

40-50% of plant and 40-70% of animal phosphorus is excreted in urine.13,14

The four studies discussed in this commentary were controlled-feeding studies that provided 

measured amounts of dietary phosphorus, and analyzed the phosphorus content of 24-hour 

urine samples. However, they were not designed to compare phosphorus bioavailability by 

source, and therefore, their findings should be interpreted cautiously. In particular, the 

vitamin D content of each diet, and vitamin D status of participants at the start of each diet 

were not reported. Because calcitriol (active vitamin D) increases phosphorus absorption, 

human balance studies assessing phosphorus bioavailability should account for vitamin D 

intake and status.17 In addition, although two studies reported that sodium-based phosphate 

additives were exclusively-13 or mostly-used12, many commonly used phosphorus additives 

contain calcium, magnesium or aluminum (e.g., calcium diphosphate, calcium 

polyphosphates, magnesium phosphate, sodium aluminum phosphate).7 Although the 

absorption rates of different phosphorus additives is unknown, the proportion of phosphorus 

in food additives excreted in urine would likely be lowered by the presence of these 

minerals.7 Lastly, most of these studies were conducted in healthy volunteers, and it is 

unclear whether the results would be similar in CKD patients.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, estimates of dietary phosphorus bioavailability based on digestibility are 

somewhat discordant with the proportion of phosphorus excreted in urine in human feeding 

studies. In particular, phosphorus additives, which are completely digestible, appear to be 

incompletely absorbed based on 24-hour urinary phosphorus measurements.12,13,15 

Although digestibility is a key determinant of phosphorus bioavailability, their collinearity 

may be altered by factors affecting phosphorus absorption such as vitamin D status, and 

other minerals in the intestinal lumen. Human balance studies conducted over several days 

are a practical approach for assessing nutrient bioavailability, however no such studies have 

been conducted comparing plant, animal and additive sources of phosphorus. Given the 

growing interest in bioavailability as an important consideration in dietary phosphorus 

assessment, balance studies are urgently needed to inform this work.
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PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

This commentary examined the proportion of phosphorus in plants, animals and food 

additives excreted in 24-hour urine samples in individuals consuming known amounts of 

phosphorus. Phosphorus bioavailability may have important implications in the study of 

dietary phosphorus, and the development of low phosphorus diets for CKD patients. Our 

major finding was that phosphorus from food additives, which are readily digested, appears 

to be incompletely absorbed. This contradicts the current literature, which states that 

phosphorus from food additives is 90-100% bioavailable. Although interesting, and 

potentially important for measuring dietary phosphorus exposure, additives are still a major 

source of dietary phosphorus that can be eliminated from the diet to manage 

hyperphosphatemia18, often without impacting dietary quality (e.g., protein intake). 

Consequently, we argue that phosphorus-based food additives should continue to be a 

primary target for CKD patients with hyperphosphatemia. The apparent discrepancy with 

phosphorus bioavailability estimates based on digestibility highlights the need for human 

balance studies designed to determine the in vivo bioavailability of phosphorus from plants, 

animal and food additives.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. Daily urinary phosphorus output in relation to dietary phosphorus intakes in healthy 
adults (n=8) consuming a phosphorus additive-free control diet, and a diet fortified with 
phosphorus additives
Data obtained from a 4-week crossover feeding study by Bell et al.10

Dietary phosphorus intake values are based on the average phosphorus content of duplicate 

meals in week 1 of each diet. Urinary phosphorus values are based on the average of four 

24-hour urine samples collected on the end of each week.

Unmeasured phosphorus (shown as a percent of dietary intake in the top stacked column) is 

equal to dietary phosphorus intake (shown on top of the columns) minus the amount of 

phosphorus measured in 24-hour urine samples (shown as a percent of dietary phosphorus 

intake in the bottom stacked column).
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Figure 2. Daily urinary phosphorus output in relation to dietary phosphorus intakes in healthy 
females (n=16) consuming a low-phosphorus control diet, and the control diet enhanced with 
phosphorus from whole grains, meat, cheese and food additives
Data obtained from a single day crossover feeding study by Karp et al.11

Urinary phosphorus values were obtained by measuring the published column graph lengths 

in Microsoft PowerPoint for Mac® (v. 14.6.4).

Unmeasured phosphorus (shown as a percent of dietary intake in the top stacked column) is 

equal to dietary phosphorus intake (shown on top of the columns) minus the amount of 

phosphorus measured in 24-hour urine samples (shown as a percent of dietary phosphorus 

intake in the bottom stacked column).
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Figure 3. Daily urinary phosphorus output in relation to dietary phosphorus intakes in patients 
with chronic kidney disease (n=8, eGFR 25-40 mL/min/1.73m2) consuming diets containing the 
majority of phosphorus from plant (grain/soy) and animal (meat/dairy) sources
Data obtained from a 7-day crossover feeding study by Moe et al.12

Dietary and urinary phosphorus values are based on duplicate meals and 24-hour urine 

samples from the last day of each diet.

Unmeasured phosphorus (shown as a percent of dietary intake in the top stacked column) is 

equal to dietary phosphorus intake (shown on top of the columns) minus the amount of 

phosphorus measured in 24-hour urine samples (shown as a percent of dietary phosphorus 

intake in the bottom stacked column).
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Figure 4. Daily urinary phosphorus output in relation to dietary phosphorus intakes in healthy 
volunteer (n=10) consuming low phosphorus additive and phosphorus additive enhanced diets 
Data obtained from a 7-day crossover feeding study by Gutierrez et al.13

Dietary phosphorus values are based on duplicate meals, and urinary phosphorus values are 

based on 24-hour urine samples collected on the last day of each diet.

Unmeasured phosphorus (shown as a percent of dietary intake in the top stacked column) is 

equal to dietary phosphorus intake (shown on top of the columns) minus the amount of 

phosphorus measured in 24-hour urine samples (shown as a percent of dietary phosphorus 

intake in the bottom stacked column).
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