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ABOUT IRON DEFICIENCY
Why is iron so important?
Iron is involved in a wide variety of metabolic processes, including oxygen transport, DNA synthesis, and energy production.1 In the human body, it is needed for the proper functioning of many systems, including the heart, muscles and
red blood cells. It also plays a vital role in the immune system,2 the development of the brain3,4 and cognitive function.5
What is iron deficiency?
Iron deficiency is a health-related condition where there is not enough iron available to meet the body’s needs.6 It can
occur with or without iron deficiency anaemia.6
Prevalence of iron deficiency
Iron deficiency is very common; present in one-third of people globally.7 Specifically, it is one of the few nutritional
deficiencies still widespread in developed countries.7 It is most prevalent in premenopausal and pregnant women and
children under the age of five.8 In Europe, for example, iron deficiency affects up to 33% of pre-menopausal women,
up to 77% of pregnant women and up to 48% of children.8 Iron deficiency is also frequently associated with chronic
inflammatory diseases.9
Effects
The consequences of iron deficiency differ from person to person, but it can be linked to an overall decline in general health and well-being, as well as an increase in fatigue.10 Even in the absence of anaemia, iron deficiency can be
debilitating, and exacerbate any underlying chronic disease, leading to increased morbidity and mortality.6 In children,
iron deficiency can significantly impair cognitive and motor development.11
Causes of iron deficiency
People of all ages can become iron deficient, but there are certain times in life, as well as lifestyle choices, that can
make it more likely to happen:

Blood loss. The blood lost during menstruation (periods) means that pre-menopausal women need up
to twice as much iron in their diet as men to avoid becoming iron deficient.12 Women who have particularly
heavy periods are more prone to iron deficiency and should discuss this with a healthcare professional.
Blood loss is also contributing to development of iron deficiency in patients with inflammatory bowel diseases (IBD), chronic heart failure (CHF) and chronic kidney diseases (CKD).6
Inflammation. The inflammation associated with certain long-term conditions, such as IBD, CHF or CKD
can reduce the amount of iron absorbed by the gut and therefore lead to iron deficiency.6
Medications. Some medications used in the treatment of IBD, CHF or CKD can lead to blood loss, resulting
in further risk of iron deficiency.6
Growth. Iron is needed for the body to grow – so during times of growth, the need for iron increases. This
includes pregnancy, infancy (in children under five years old) and adolescence.13
Diet. Iron can be found in both animal products and plant foods, but iron from animal products is better absorbed by the body.14 Foods rich in iron include red meats (liver, steak etc.), eggs, pulses, beans, nuts and
seeds.15 Restrictive diets, either by choice (vegetarian or vegan diets) or due to chronic illnesses (e.g. kidney
disease), can increase the risk of iron deficiency.16,17,18
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Diagnosing iron deficiency
The symptoms of iron deficiency are varied and can be similar to those of other conditions, making a diagnosis challenging.6, 19 The Symptom Checker, available on www.irondeficiencyday.com, can help people identify the symptoms
they might be experiencing, which can then be discussed with a healthcare professional.
If a healthcare professional suspects iron deficiency, they will arrange for a blood test to check the red blood cells,
haemoglobin and iron levels.19 This is a simple procedure that requires a small sample of blood, usually from the arm.
A laboratory will test the blood for several different things which can confirm iron deficiency, and if so, how much iron is
lacking. The amount of iron required by the body varies between people, so healthcare professionals need to assess
what the next steps should be.20
For specific information about iron levels, check out our infographic www.irondeficiency.com/resources.
And for more information and resources about iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia please browse the materials available at: www.irondeficiency.com/resources.

References
1. Abbaspour N, Hurrell R, Kelishadi R. Review on iron and its importance for human health. J Res Med Sci. 2014;19(2):164-174. 2. Beard JL. Iron Biology in Immune
Function, Muscle Metabolism and Neuronal Functioning. J Nutr. 2001:568-580. 3. Piñero DJ, Connor JR. Iron in the Brain: An Important Contributor in Normal and Diseased States. Neurosci. 2000;6(6):435-453. 4. Radlowski EC Johnson RW Perinatal iron deficiency and neurocognitive development Front Hum Neurosci. 2013; 7: 585.
5. Jáuregui-lobera I. Iron deficiency and cognitive functions. Neuropsychiatr Dis Treat. 2014;10:2087-2095 6. Cappellini MD Iron deficiency across chronic inflammatory
conditions: International expert opinion on definition, diagnosis, and management. Am J Hematol. 2017 Oct;92(10):1068-1078 7. Peyrin-Biroulet L, et al. Guidelines on the
diagnosis and treatment of iron deficiency across indications: a systematic review. Am J Clin Nutr. 2015;102(6):1585-94. 8. Hercberg S, et al. Iron deficiency in Europe.
Public Health Nutr. 2007;4(2b). 9. Wessling-Resnick, M. Iron homeostasis and the inflammatory response. Annu. Rev. Nutr. 2010;30:105–1 10. Patterson A et al. Iron
deficiency, general health and fatigue: Results from the Australian Longitudinal Study on Women’s Health. Qual Life Res. 2000;9:491-497. 11. World Health Organisation.
Nutritional anaemias: tools for effective prevention and control. 2017. Available at URL: http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/micronutrients/anaemias-tools-prevention-control/en/. Last accessed: June 2018. 12. Zimmermann M, Hurrell R. Nutritional iron deficiency. Lancet. 2007;370:511-520. 13. Abbaspour N, et al. Review on iron and
its importance for human health. J Res Med Sci. 2014;19(2):164-174. 14. Hurrell R, Egli I. Iron bioavailability and dietary reference values. Am J Clin Nutr. 2010;91:14611467. 15. World Health Organisation. Iron deficiency anaemia. Assessment, prevention and control: A guide for programme managers. 2001. Available at URL: http://www.
who.int/nutrition/publications/en/ida_assessment_prevention_control.pdf Last Accessed: June 2018 16. Hunt JR. Bioavailability of iron, zinc, and other trace minerals from
vegetarian diets. Am J Clin Nutr. 2003;78(3). 17. Waldmann A, et al. Dietary iron intake and iron status of German female vegans: results of the German vegan study. Ann
Nutr Metab. 2004;48(2):103-8. 18. McDonagh T, Macdougall IC. Iron therapy for the treatment of iron deficiency in chronic heart failure: intravenous or oral? Eur J Heart Fail.
2015;17(3):248-62. 19. Auerbach M, Adamson JW. How we diagnose and treat iron deficiency anemia. Am J Hematol. 2016;91(1):31-38. 20. Miller JL. Anemia: a common
and curable disease. Cold Spring Harb Perspect Med. 2013 Jul; 3(7).
Vifor Pharma, a company of the Vifor Pharma Group, is a world leader in the discovery, development, manufacturing and marketing of pharmaceutical products for the treatment of iron deficiency. The company also offers a diversified portfolio of prescription and non-prescription medicines. Vifor Pharma’s operational headquarters are in Zurich,
Switzerland, and the company has an increasingly global presence and a broad network of affiliates and partners around the world.
For more information about Vifor Pharma, please visit viforpharma.com
IronDeficiencyDay.com and IronDeficiency.com are intended to provide educational information to an international audience, at the exclusion of US residents. All information
contained therein is intended for educational purposes only and should not replace a discussion with a healthcare professional. All decisions regarding patient care must be
handled by a healthcare professional and be made based on the unique needs of each patient.
Last updated: 01. July. 2018

ABOUT IRON DEFICIENCY DAY
Become Iron-Informed

About Iron Deficiency Day
Iron Deficiency Day takes place every year on November 26. The day is dedicated to:
•

Raising awareness about the serious public health problem iron deficiency poses

•

Highlighting the significant impact iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia can have on the lives of
those living with it1

•

Helping people recognise the common and often overlooked symptoms

We want people to get iron-informed! To understand why iron is so important to our bodies and what can happen if
we’re not getting enough, by recognising the symptoms and taking action. By informing people about the importance
of healthy iron levels, we will encourage more people to speak to their healthcare providers about iron deficiency and
iron deficiency anaemia.
The importance of iron and iron deficiency
Simply put, without enough iron, the human body cannot work properly. Iron is required throughout the body. It is essential for the production of red blood cells, and ensuring that the heart and skeletal muscles can function effectively.2
Iron also plays a vital role in fighting off infections and illness,3 maintaining energy levels3 and normal brain function.
Iron deficiency means that there is not enough iron available in the body to enable it to function properly.5
Iron deficiency anaemia
Iron deficiency anaemia occurs when the level of iron stored in the body is so low, the body can no longer make
enough haemoglobin needed to develop healthy red blood cells.6 Haemoglobin is the protein found inside red blood
cells that carries oxygen to tissues and organs throughout the body, which is essential for them to function properly.7
Iron deficiency, or iron deficiency anaemia?
There is a clinical difference between iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia.5 Having low iron availability (iron
deficiency), doesn’t necessarily mean you will develop iron deficiency anaemia. To determine whether someone is iron
deficient or has iron deficiency anaemia, a blood test is performed, which will look at a number of things:
•

Haemoglobin level: this is the main component of red blood cells, which requires iron to transport oxygen around
the body. A blood test will confirm if the level falls within the normal range expected for the person’s age, sex, and
physiological status (e.g. pregnancy).8 Haemoglobin alone however, cannot be used to diagnose iron deficiency.9

•

Serum ferritin: measures the amount of iron that is stored in the body.10

•

Transferrin saturation (TSAT): measures how much of your stored iron is available and can be used to make new
red blood cells.11

Awareness
Despite the serious consequences and high prevalence of iron deficiency,12 it is still an under-recognised condition.
As a result, many people are unaware that their health and well-being are being compromised.13,14 Even among those
people who are aware of iron deficiency, some cannot recognise its symptoms.15
It is because of this lack of awareness that we are focused on education around the symptoms and
impact of iron deficiency and recommending that people speak to a healthcare professional if they
recognise any of the symptoms.
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Meet the symptoms of iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia
Iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia can affect anyone – it is widespread; affecting men, women, the young
and the elderly, throughout the world.11 Recognising the symptoms of iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia is
often the biggest hurdle to getting a diagnosis.5 The symptoms can manifest in different ways, they are hard to pinpoint and can be associated with a number of other health conditions.5
This Iron Deficiency Day, we are looking to highlight the symptoms of iron deficiency and raise awareness of the significant impact that this condition can have on the lives of those living with it.
Our Symptom Checker lists the main symptoms associated with iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia and
brings them to life with an animated character, to further explain each symptom. Meet the symptoms at
irondefiencyday.com.
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