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High-iron diet
What is iron?
Iron is a mineral found in every cell of the human body. Iron helps to carry oxygen from our lungs, around
our bodies, to our brain and our muscles. This helps to keep us physically and mentally strong. Iron also
helps our bodies make energy and fight infections.

Women who may be at risk of low iron levels include
 Pregnant women.
 Athletes.
 Those with heavy menstrual losses.
 Those who have had a postpartum haemorrhage or recent large blood loss.
 Vegetarians.

Signs you may have low iron
 Feeling tired, lethargic and weak.
 Often irritable and grumpy.
 Frequently suffer infections and get sick.
 Have difficulty maintaining body temperature.
 Have problems with concentration.

How much iron do you need each day?
Females 14-18 years 15 mg
Females 19-50 years 18 mg
Pregnant women 27 mg
Breastfeeding women 14-18 years 10 mg
Breastfeeding women 19-50 years 9 mg
Women over 50 years 8 mg

Food sources of iron
Iron is found in a number of different foods and comes in two forms: haem iron and non-haem iron. Haem
iron, which is found only in animal foods, is more easily absorbed by our bodies than non-haem iron. Non-
haem iron is found in both plant and animal foods and is poorly absorbed. This is important to note,
particularly if you only get iron from plant-based foods, as you have to eat more of these foods to meet
your daily requirements.
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Quantity Iron (mg)

Meat & fish & other protein
Lean beef 100 g 2

Mussels ½ cup 8.5

Lamb liver 40 g 4

Lean beef mince 100 g 2.8

Chicken 100 g 1

Pork 100 g 1.6

White fish 100 g 0.5

Tuna 100 g 1.5

Salmon 100 g 1.7

Sardines 5 small 2.0

Oysters 6 4.6

Egg – hard boiled 1 1.1

Baked beans 1 cup 2.7

Red lentils – cooked 1 cup 1.8

Kidney beans – cooked 1 cup 4.5

Tofu ½ cup 5.5

Nuts 50 g 1.8 - 2.6

Breads & cereals
Wholemeal bread 1 slice 0.5

White bread 1 slice 0.3

Brown rice 1 cup 1

White rice 1 cup 0.6

Iron fortified cornflakes 1 cup 3

Weet-Bix 2 biscuits 3

Porridge 1 cup 0.7
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Fruit & vegetables
Fresh fruit 1 small 0.2 – 0.7

Dried apricots ¼ cup 1.1

Raisins / sultanas ½ cup 1

Spinach – cooked ½ cup 1.4

Broccoli ½ cup 1

Carrot ⅓ cup 0.2

Potato 1 small 0.5

Dairy
Milk 1 cup 0.3

Cheese 1 slice 0.1

How to increase iron absorption from food
Absorption and excretion of iron is tightly controlled by our bodies. Some foods help increase absorption,
while others decrease absorption.

Foods that help increase absorption of iron
 Meat, fish and poultry
 Citrus fruits (such as oranges, mandarins,

grapefruit, lemons, limes)
 Strawberries, cherries
 Kiwifruit
 Tomatoes
 Capsicum

 Dark green leafy vegetables
 Broccoli
 Cauliflower
 Brussels sprouts
 Fruit juice
 Powdered drinks with added vitamin C

Important:
 Include one or more of the above foods at the same time as high-iron foods to help boost absorption.

For example, if eating red meat, also have a salad containing capsicum and/or tomato, or if eating an
iron-fortified cereal also have a piece of citrus fruit (such as an orange) or a small glass of orange juice.

 Avoid drinking tea and coffee for half an hour before and half an hour after meals as the tannins in
these drinks can reduce iron absorption.
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High-iron meal suggestions

Breakfast
 Bowl of iron-fortified cereal with low-fat milk, topped with kiwifruit.
 2 slices of wholegrain toast with peanut butter and a small glass of orange juice.
 2 slices of wholegrain toast with baked beans and an orange or kiwifruit.

Morning tea
 4 wholegrain crackers and a piece of fruit.
 ½ a handful of dried apricots or sultanas.

Lunch

 Wholegrain sandwich with meat, lettuce, tomato and beetroot.
 Filled pita bread with lean lamb, lettuce and tomato.
 Jacket potato with baked beans (or mince), cheese and salad.
 Wholegrain sandwich with egg and tomato.

Afternoon tea
 Glass of milk with Milo.
 Piece of fruit and ½ a handful of nuts.

Dinner

 100 g steak with a green salad containing tomato and/or capsicum + a piece of fruit.
 100 g chicken stir fried with mixed vegetables + a piece of fruit or a small glass of

fruit juice.
 Spaghetti bolognese made with lean mince, tinned or fresh tomatoes + a green salad.
 Pasta with tinned salmon or tuna and a green leafy salad with a tablespoon of nuts or

seeds.
 Stir fried vegetables with tofu + ¼ cup of dried apricots.

 Home-made pizza topped with meat/tuna/salmon and tomato.

Iron supplements
You may be prescribed iron supplements if your iron stores or haemoglobin are low. You should only take
an iron supplement if advised by a dietitian or prescribed by a medical practitioner. If you have any
problems taking the iron supplement that you have been prescribed, please call your midwife, dietitian or
doctor as soon as possible.

Ensure you take iron supplements as directed
 Do not take your iron supplement with milk, yoghurt, cheese, calcium supplements or antacids (such as

Mylanta, Gaviscon and Quick-eze) as this may reduce how much iron you absorb.
 Take your iron supplement with a small glass of fruit juice, a citrus fruit or a vitamin C tablet to help

increase iron absorption.
Please also note:
 Iron supplements may change the colour of your bowel motion, making them darker than usual. This is

not a harmful side effect.
 Some people feel nauseous when they start taking iron. If this happens, we suggest you take you iron

supplement at night, or with food.
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Iron supplements and constipation
Some women find that iron supplements can be constipating. The following suggestions will help reduce
your risk of constipation.
 Drink at least six cups of fluid (preferably water) every day.
 Take your iron supplements with food.
 Ensure you eat adequate fibre by eating 5+ servings of fruit and vegetables and 6+ servings of

wholegrain breads and cereals every day.
 Aim to get 30 minutes of exercise most days of the week.
 Split the iron dose you are given and take throughout the day. For example, if you take one pill per day,

carefully cut the pill into two to three pieces and take throughout the day with a large glass of water
each time. If you are advised to take two pills a day, it may help to take one pill in the morning and one
in the evening.

Vegetarian diets
Vegetarian diets are often higher in total iron than non-vegetarian diets. However, this iron is non-haem
which means it is poorly absorbed. If you are a vegetarian, it is important you are aware of iron-rich foods
and the dietary factors that improve or decrease the absorption of iron.
Important:
 Plan your meals carefully.
 Include vitamin C rich foods with meals and snacks to enhance iron

absorption from legumes, nuts, grains and cereals.
 Choose iron-fortified breakfast cereals.
 Avoid drinking tea and coffee for half an hour before and after eating.
 Include some fermented soy foods, such as tempeh and miso.

Summary
 Include at least two serves of high-iron foods every day.
 Choose wholegrain breads and cereals.
 Eat green leafy vegetables every day.
 Eat two to three pieces of fruit every day.
 Avoid tea and coffee for half an hour before eating, and half an hour after eating.
 Ensure adequate fluid and fibre intake if on iron supplements.

Written by Allied Health – Nutrition Services, Christchurch Women's Hospital. Endorsed by HealthInfo
clinical advisers. June 2013.
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