
 

LACTOSE INTOLERANCE 
 
 
What is Lactose Intolerance?  
  
Lactose intolerance is the inability to digest significant amounts of lactose, the predominant sugar of milk.  
This inability results from a shortage of the enzyme lactase, which is normally produced by the cells that 
line the small intestine.  Lactase breaks down milk sugar into simpler forms that can then be absorbed into 
the bloodstream.  When there is not enough lactase to digest the amount of lactose consumed, the results, 
although not usually dangerous, may be very distressing.  While not all persons deficient in lactase have 
symptoms, those who do are considered to be lactose intolerant. 
 
Common symptoms include nausea, cramps, bloating, gas, and diarrhea, which begin about 30 minutes to 
2 hours after eating or drinking foods containing lactose.  The severity of symptoms varies depending on 
the amount of lactose each individual can tolerate.  
 
Some causes of lactose intolerance are well known.  For instance, certain digestive diseases and injuries to 
the small intestine can reduce the amount of enzymes produced.  In rare cases, children are born without 
the ability to produce lactase. For most people though, lactase deficiency is a condition that develops 
naturally over time.  After about the age of 2 years, the body begins to produce less lactase.  However, 
many people may not experience symptoms until they are much older. 
 
Between 30 and 50 million Americans are lactose intolerant.  Certain ethnic and racial populations are 
more widely affected then others.  As many as 75 percent of all African Americans and American Indians 
and 90 percent of Asian Americans are lactose intolerant.  The condition is least common among persons 
of northern European descent. 
 
Sources of Hidden Lactose 
 
Although milk and foods made from milk are the only natural sources, lactose is often added to prepared 
foods.  People with very low tolerance for lactose should know about the many food products that may 
contain even small amounts of lactose, such as 
 
Bread and other baked goods    Salad dressings 
Processed breakfast cereals     Candies and other snacks 
Instant potatoes, soups, and breakfast drinks  Mixes for pancakes, biscuits, and cookies 
Margarine      Powdered meal-replacement supplements 
Lunch meats (other than kosher) 
 
Some products labeled nondairy, such as powdered coffee creamer and whipped toppings, may also 
include ingredients that are derived from milk and therefore contain lactose.   
In addition, lactose is used are the base for more than twenty percent of prescription drugs and about six 
percent of over the counter medicines.  Many types of birth control pills, for example, contain lactose, as do 
some tablets for stomach acid and gas.  However, these products typically affect only people with severe 
lactose intolerance.   
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