
Iron Cheat Sheet

What is Iron?

● Known as the "oxygen transporter," iron is a critical mineral needed for the production of
hemoglobin, the protein that carries oxygen in the blood.

● It plays a vital role in energy production, immune function, and cognitive health.
● The body cannot produce iron, so it must be obtained from dietary sources or

supplements.

Roles of Iron in the Body

● Oxygen Transport: Central to hemoglobin in red blood cells, enabling oxygen delivery
to tissues.

● Energy Production: Supports cellular metabolism by helping enzymes generate ATP,
the body’s energy molecule.

● Immune Function: Enhances the ability of immune cells to fight infections.
● Brain Function: Crucial for memory, concentration, and overall cognitive performance.
● Muscle Health: Supports myoglobin, a protein that stores oxygen in muscles.

Signs of Deficiency

● Fatigue and Weakness: Persistent tiredness due to reduced oxygen transport to
tissues.

● Pale Skin: A noticeable symptom linked to low red blood cell production.
● Shortness of Breath: Difficulty breathing during activities due to insufficient oxygen.
● Dizziness or Headaches: Caused by reduced oxygen supply to the brain.
● Brittle Nails and Hair Loss: Weakened nails and thinning hair are common with iron

deficiency.
● Restless Leg Syndrome: Discomfort or tingling in the legs, especially at night.
● Cold Hands and Feet: Poor circulation due to low red blood cell levels.
● Cravings for Non-Food Items (Pica): Unusual cravings like dirt, ice, or chalk can

indicate iron deficiency.



Who is at Risk?

● Women of Reproductive Age: Blood loss during menstruation increases the risk.
● Pregnant Women: Higher iron demands for fetal development and increased blood

volume.
● Children and Adolescents: Growth spurts require more iron.
● Vegetarians and Vegans: Plant-based iron is less bioavailable than animal sources.
● Frequent Blood Donors: Regular blood donation depletes iron levels.
● Individuals with Digestive Disorders: Conditions like Crohn's, celiac disease, or

gastric bypass impair absorption.
● Athletes: Increased iron loss through sweat and physical activity.

Top Sources of Iron

Foods:

● Heme Iron (Animal-Based, Most Bioavailable):
○ Red meat (beef, lamb), liver and organ meats, poultry, seafood (clams, oysters,

sardines).
● Non-Heme Iron (Plant-Based):

○ Legumes (lentils, chickpeas, beans), tofu, dark leafy greens (spinach, kale),
fortified cereals.

● Bonus Foods:
○ Pumpkin seeds, quinoa, dark chocolate (70% or higher cocoa content).

Supplements:

● Ferrous Bisglycinate: A gentle, highly absorbable form, suitable for those with digestive
sensitivities.

● Ferrous Sulfate: Commonly prescribed but may cause gastrointestinal discomfort.
● Iron Polysaccharide Complex: A non-constipating form for individuals who experience

side effects with other supplements.
● Heme Iron Supplements: Derived from animal sources and highly bioavailable.
● Avoid: Ferrous gluconate or unregulated herbal supplements due to inconsistent

absorption and efficacy.

How Much Iron Do You Need?

● Recommended Daily Intake:
○ Men: 8 mg/day
○ Women (19-50 years): 18 mg/day



○ Pregnant Women: 27 mg/day
○ Breastfeeding Women: 9 mg/day
○ Postmenopausal Women: 8 mg/day

● Upper Limit: 45 mg/day to avoid toxicity unless medically advised.

Iron Dos and Don’ts

Do:

● Pair iron with vitamin C (e.g., orange juice) to enhance absorption.
● Consume heme iron sources for better bioavailability.
● Take supplements as recommended, ideally on an empty stomach if tolerated.

Don’t:

● Take iron with calcium-rich foods or supplements; calcium interferes with iron absorption.
● Drink tea or coffee with iron-rich meals; tannins and polyphenols block absorption.
● Overconsume iron supplements; excess iron can cause toxicity and damage organs.

Boosting Your Levels

● Step 1: Increase consumption of iron-rich foods, focusing on heme iron sources for
better absorption.

● Step 2: Combine non-heme iron foods with vitamin C-rich foods (e.g., spinach with
lemon juice) to maximize absorption.

● Step 3: Use supplements if dietary intake is insufficient, prioritizing gentle, bioavailable
forms like ferrous bisglycinate.

● Step 4: Monitor symptoms and consider a blood test (ferritin and hemoglobin levels)
after 2-3 months to evaluate progress.

Iron is essential for energy, immunity, and cognitive function. Focus on
balancing your intake through food and supplements, and always pair with
vitamin C for optimal absorption!🌿


