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Iron Tip Sheet
What is iron deficiency anaemia? 
 
Iron deficiency anaemia (IDA) is a condition where there is not enough iron in the body to make 
healthy red blood cells. Red blood cells are responsible for carrying oxygen throughout your body’s 
tissues.
 
Iron deficiency anaemia is common during pregnancy and postpartum due to the increased demand 
for iron.

Symptoms of IDA can be mild and may even go unnoticed. Often women during pregnancy think 
symptoms like fatigue may just be ‘a normal part of pregnancy’ when in fact it may be related to 
nutrient deficiencies. 

Symptoms of iron deficiency include: 

   Shortness of breath    Cold hands and feet    Fatigue

   Feeling faint or dizzy    Heart palpitations   
 
Some women may also experience a condition called ‘Pica’ alongside iron deficiency. Pica is a craving 
for chewing substances that have no nutritional value like ice, soil or paper. 

Note: The amount of blood loss during birthing for some women can also impact their iron stores and 
worsen or cause low iron levels or IDA. 

What does iron do?

Iron is the main ‘building block’ required to make haemoglobin. Haemoglobin is a protein in your red 
blood cells, which helps to transport oxygen from your lungs to your body’s organs and tissues so 
they can function properly. Your cells will produce carbon dioxide which haemoglobin helps to pick up 
and take it back to your lungs. 

Depletion of iron stores without replenishment leads to IDA. We want to make sure we PREVENT IDA 
and treat low iron levels before IDA occurs. Throughout pregnancy, iron levels can drop quickly which 
is why we recommend testing your iron studies regularly. 

Recommend dietary intake (RDI) for 
non-pregnant women aged 19-50yrs  

= 18mg 

Recommend dietary intake (RDI) 
for Iron during pregnancy  

= 27mg  
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Vegans and vegetarians are at a higher risk of iron deficiency if iron intake is not prioritised. 

Vegans and vegetarians iron food sources include:

Things that can improve your iron absorption: 

Low iron levels and IDA is mainly caused by: 

  
Calcium rich 
foods (like 

milk, cheese & 
yoghurt)

 
High fibre 

supplements (like 
slippery elm & 
psyllium husk) 

  
Dark  

Chocolate
  

Black tea
 

Coffee
  

Red wine

 
Raw tomatoes

 
Kiwi fruit

 
Berries

 
Vitamin C  
rich foods 

 
Vitamin C 

supplements
 

Citrus fruits

 
Raw 

capsicum

Nuts & seeds
LentilsBeansSilverbeetSpinach Broccoli Some dried fruits

Things that may impair your iron absorption:

Iron from food is found in two forms: 

   Increased requirements in pregnancy    Malabsorption e.g. coeliac disease, IBD

   Low dietary intake    Increase iron loss blood loss e.g. child birth,   
   postpartum bleeding (also called lochia) 

Note: always take your iron supplement or iron-rich foods at least two hours away from these 
foods. 

  Haem Iron

Found only in animal flesh like meat, poultry,  
and seafood. Haem iron is more bioavailable  
than non-haem iron. 

  Non-haem Iron

Found in plant-based foods like nuts, seeds, 
legumes, and leafy greens. 



Copyright © 2022 Mothers Mylk  |  V1

Page 3/4

*Approximate amounts only.

IRON CONTAINING FOOD SERVING SIZE AMOUNT OF IRON*

Chicken liver (cooked)    100g 11mg

White Beans    1 cup 8mg

Beef liver (cooked)    85g 5mg 

Lentils (cooked)    ½ cup 3mg 

Spinach (sauteed)    ½ cup 3mg 

Beef (cooked)    100g 3.5mg 

Tofu (cooked)    100g 2.8mg

Tempeh    100g 2.7mg 

Lamb (cooked)    100g 2.5mg

Chickpeas    1 cup 2.7mg

Tomatoes (cooked)    ½ cup 2mg 

Dried apricots    30g 2mg 

Cashews    18 nuts 2mg 

Green peas (cooked)    1 cup 1mg 

Dried Turkish figs    30g 0.93mg

Silverbeet (cooked)    1 cup 0.5mg 

Iron Rich Foods
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Iron is vital to your health and supports the healthy growth and 
development of your baby. The main job that iron does is to form part of 
haemoglobin, to help carry oxygen throughout the body.

Because iron is stored in the body excess iron from supplements isn’t a good thing. It is important 
to test your iron levels and identify if iron supplementation is required before starting supplements 
regularly.  
 
There is a range of tests that can be conducted to assess your iron status and ultimately our goal is to 
assess your iron status regularly throughout pregnancy to prevent deficiency from occurring. 

Some routine blood tests include:

1. Haemoglobin: Haemoglobin is a protein found in red blood cells that carries oxygen to cells in your 
body. If you have low haemoglobin levels you have anaemia, which means your body’s cells are not 
getting enough oxygen which causes fatigue and weakness.  
 
2. Iron studies: A group of tests which measure the amount of iron in your body. These tests include: 

What would iron deficiency look like on a blood test?

Iron  
Deficiency Haemoglobin Serum Iron Transferrin % Transferrin 

Saturation Ferritin

   LOW    LOW    HIGH    LOW    LOW

 Serum Iron 
(the amount of  

iron in your  
blood serum)

 Transferrin  
(a protein which 

attaches to iron and 
transports it around 

the body) 

Transferrin  
Saturation  

 
(represents the amount  

of iron which is bound to 
transferrin as a percentage.  
A low transferrin saturation  

is one marker to assist  
in identifying iron  

deficiency.)

Ferritin 
 

(a protein that attaches  
to iron. The amount of  

ferritin indicates the amount 
of iron that is stored within 

the body. Low ferritin  
levels usually indicate  

iron deficiency) 

Testing your Iron


