
6   |    A r t h r i t i S  p r O g r A m  C l i N i C A l  A N d  r e S e A r C h  r e p O r t

O S t e O p O r O S i S 

t h e  B r i d g e  S t U dy  –  i m p r O V i N g  t h e  l i V e S  
O F  pAt i e N t S  w i t h  O S t e O p O r O S i S 

When confronted with a painful 
fracture or broken bone, few patients 
suspect a pre-existing condition 
may have prompted the injury. In 
fact,osteoporosis can lead to painful  
and debilitating fractures, if left  
untreated. However, Dr. Angela 
Cheung, Founding Director of  
University Health Network/Mount 
Sinai Hospital Osteoporosis  
Program and the Lillian Love Chair 
in Women’s Health, knows that many 
people are unaware about the seri-
ousness of osteoporosis and often 
confuse it with osteoarthritis, which 
is a completely different disease.

“Silent” bone disease
Osteoporosis is a ‘silent’ bone 
disease characterized by bone loss 
that makes bones porous, weak and 
prone to fracture. A person with 
osteoporosis has no symptoms  
until a bone is broken or fractured. 
Osteoarthritis, on the other hand, 
is a degenerative joint disease that 
involves thinning of the cartilage 
between bones causing pain,  
stiffness and reduced mobility. 
While both diseases can lead to a 
reduced quality of life, fractures 
caused by osteoporosis are a major 
cause of alarm, particularly when 
they occur at the hip or spine, as 
they cause short-term disability 
and sometimes even lead to  
permanent physical disability  
and a loss of independence. 

Despite the serious nature of these 
fractures, studies show that patients 
with osteoporosis-related fractures 

are not tested for osteoporosis as 
the possible underlying condition 
of their weak bones, thereby facing 
further fracture risk. In fact, many 
patients sustain multiple fractures 
before they are tested for osteoporosis. 
A proper diagnosis at the first  
fracture and long-term care of  
patients can significantly reduce  
the risk of more broken bones and 
prevent unnecessary fractures. 

In order to ensure osteoporosis-
related fractures are better detected 
and prevented, the Bridge Study 
was created by Dr. Cheung and her 
team. The aim of the Bridge Study 
is to decrease the burden of  
fractures among Canadians by  
introducing and evaluating a fracture 
care quality improvement program 
at UHN. The program will identify 
patients with osteoporotic fractures 
and engage them in healthy practices 
and care in order to reduce their 
risk of recurrent fractures. 

The Bridge Study is run at a  
fracture clinic where patients come 
to get their fractures fixed.  UHN’s 
fracture clinic at Toronto Western 
Hospital receives 80-100 patients 
per day.  Out of these patients, the 
Bridge Study identifies those who 
have likely suffered an osteoporotic 
fracture and offers them a test to 
confirm the diagnosis for osteoporosis.  

The program also has a strong  
patient education component 
where patients are informed of 
their test results and what the
results mean, what their risk of 

suffering from another fracture is, 
and how they can engage in healthy 
practices to prevent future fractures. 
This is done through counseling  
by trained research coordinators 
who provide educational materials 
on exercise, diet and nutrition and 
other lifestyle factors that impact 
bone health. For particularly  
vulnerable patients, a referral  
to the Osteoporosis Clinic at  
Toronto General Hospital is  
provided, where further testing and 
treatment options are explored. 
Patients are also followed-up via 
phone for up to one year to  
provide additional counseling  
and ensure continued care.  

With an estimated two million 
Canadians currently affected by 
osteoporosis rising to 6.9 million 
by 2016, this innovative program 

Dr. Angela Cheung is leading advances in 
osteoporosis treatment



is a crucial first step in minimizing 
the burden of osteoporosis on the 
healthcare system. Since the start of 
the Bridge Study in October 2013, 
close to 200 osteoporosis patients 
have been identified. Without the 
introduction of the program, these 
patients would be unaware of their 
deteriorating bone health and their 
risk of re-fracturing. The Bridge 
Study has the potential to change 
the care of these patients. Upon 
completion of the study, Dr. Cheung 
and her team plan to implement the 
program permanently at UHN and 
also share the results of the study with 
clinicians worldwide to reduce the 
burden of fractures and close the 
osteoporosis care gap.

Engaging patients 
Additionally, the team casts a wider 
net through social media tools like 
Twitter and Facebook and their blog, 
OsteoConnections, by raising aware-
ness about osteoporosis, the latest 
advances in treatment and preventative 
techniques to maintain patients’ 
quality of life. This expanded reach 
also helps streamline the accessibility 
of expertise directly from specialists  
and researchers to patients and 
general public. 

Recognized internationally for  
her work, Dr. Cheung is the first  
female member in the Division of 
General Internal Medicine to be 
promoted to full Professor at the 
University of Toronto’s Department 
of Medicine and at UHN. She 
also chairs Osteoporosis Canada’s 
Scientific Advisory Council among 
many other leadership roles.

A grateful patient’s testimony
Patient Marianne Vincent sums  
up the impact of Dr. Cheung’s 
work - “My thanks to Dr. Cheung 
and her team for the wonderful 
care and expertise I received in 
2013. Without Dr. Cheung’s  
intervention I feel I would have 
gone on to a bad break and  
perhaps ended up in a nursing 
home. You have made a great  
difference in my life and I feel  
I am now on the mend. I am  
looking forward to a trip in  
February and a better year in 2014”

To support the work of Dr. Angela Cheung 
and the Osteoporosis Program,  
please contact Anette Larsson at:  
anette.larsson@uhn.ca  
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d i d  yO U  k N O w ?

OVER 80% OF all fractures 
in women after the age of 50 
are caused by osteoporosis.

O S t E O p O R O S I S  
A F F E C t S  1 in 4 women 
and 1 in 8 men over the age 
of 50. 

O S t E O p O R Ot I C  
F R AC t u R E S  A R E  more 
common than heart attack, 
breast cancer and stroke  
combined, in women over 50. 

E AC H  Y E A R  O V E R  
30,000 Canadians suffer from 
hip fractures and many more 
suffer from osteoporotic  
fractures affecting the spine, 
wrist, shoulder and pelvis.

Get the latest news on bone  
health and osteoporosis at  
osteoconnections.com. 

Follow and like us: 

Facebook.com/OsteoporosisUHN
Twitter: @OsteoUHN
YouTube: OsteoUHN
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