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What is iron deficiency and 
iron deficiency anemia?

Iron deficiency (ID) or low iron happens when the 
body is losing or using more iron than it is taking 
in from the diet. This may lead to low levels of red 
blood cells and hemoglobin called iron deficiency 
anemia (IDA). Hemoglobin is a part of red blood 
cells that carries oxygen to organs in our body 
(such as the heart, lungs and brain).

What is iron and why is it important? 
Iron is an important nutrient in the diet 
because it: 

	y Makes hemoglobin.  

	y Makes myoglobin (myoglobin helps deliver 
oxygen to muscles).

	y Helps our hair and nails grow.

	y Helps our mood and memory.

	y Supports our immune system to  
fight infections.

	y Helps with mother and baby health  
during pregnancy.
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What are the causes of iron 
deficiency anemia (IDA)?

There are many causes of IDA. Some 
common causes include: 

	y Heavy periods.

	y Pregnancy

	y Bowel problems (for example: 
celiac disease, ulcers, colon cancer, 
hemorrhoids, inflammatory bowel disease, 
gastric bypass surgery).

	y Medications (for example: acid reflux 
medications, blood thinners, aspirin).

	y Not enough iron in the diet. 

1.6 billion  
people worldwide have anemia, 
mostly women and children
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What are the symptoms of IDA?

Some people do not have any symptoms. 

Some people who have anemia have:

	y Fatigue (or feeling tired all the time).

	y Pale skin.

	y Shortness of breath with activity 
(especially when climbing stairs).

	y Chest pain.

	y Light headedness.

People with ID/IDA may also have:

	y Hair loss and brittle nails.

	y Restless legs.

	y Poor concentration.

	y Poor memory.

	y Cravings for certain foods (such as ice or 
hard candies).

	y Heart palpitations (irregular heartbeat).
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How do I know if I have IDA? 

Iron deficiency anemia is diagnosed based on 
your symptoms and blood tests. 

There are blood tests that your health care 
provider (nurse, nurse practitioner, doctor, 
midwife, etc) may order to see if you have IDA. 

1) 	 Complete blood count (CBC) 
Your health care provider may order a CBC to 
find out if you have a low hemoglobin level. 

Normal hemoglobin levels are: 

	y Women: around 120 g/L 

	y Pregnant women: around 110 g/L

	y Men: around 130 g/L

2) 	 Serum Ferritin
Your health care provider may order a blood test 
called a serum ferritin to see if your iron is low.   

Normal serum ferritin levels are: 

	y between 30 ug/L to 100 ug/L 
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There may be other tests to find out if you 
have IDA or other causes of anemia. Speak to 
your health care provider about any further 
testing that may be right for you. 

What is the treatment for IDA?

There are several treatment options for 
people with IDA. 

cause of 
low iron

iron-rich 
foods

iron  
pills

intravenous 
(IV) iron

Treatment options for IDA: find the cause of low iron, iron-
rich foods, iron pills, intravenous (IV) iron.

	y The first thing you can do is to work with your 
health care provider to find the cause of your 
iron deficiency and eat foods rich in iron. To learn 
more about iron- rich foods, please see the 
handout Iron and Your Diet: A Guide for Patients.

	y If eating iron-rich foods is not improving 
your IDA, your health care provider may 
recommend you take iron pills. To learn 
more about iron pills, please see the 
handout Iron Pills: A Guide for Patients.  
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	y If taking iron pills is not improving your IDA, 
your health care provider may order an 
intravenous (IV) iron treatment. To learn 
more about (IV) iron, please see the handout 
Intravenous Iron: A Guide for Patients. 

Can I prevent IDA?

There are things that may help prevent IDA. 
Consider the following tips:

	y Eat a balanced diet rich in iron and Vitamin C.

	y Include foods with heme iron (found in 
animal products) and non-heme iron 
(found in plant-based foods) in your meals.

	y Avoid drinking tea or coffee with meals 
because it may prevent your body from 
absorbing iron from food. 

	y If you are at risk for IDA because you have 
heavy periods or are pregnant, ask your health 
care provider if you need to take iron pills. 

Eat iron-rich foods
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Where do I learn more about IDA?

Gynecology Quality and Improvement 
Collaboration

Iron Deficiency Anemia in 
Pregnancy: Iron Deficiency Anemia 
in Pregnancy - Gynaecology 
Collaboration (gynqi.com)

  

The Ottawa Hospital YouTube Channel

Anemia affects more people 
than you’d think: Symptoms, 
causes and treatment. Dr Karima 
Khamisa explains information 
about anemia: Anemia affects 
more people than you’d think: 
Symptoms, causes and treatment 
(youtube.com)    

If you like to track your blood test results,  
IDA symptoms, and treatment, you can  
you use  a resource called Know your 
numbers. Worksheet for patients with Iron 
Deficiency Anemia.

Speak to your health care provider 
if you are concerned about your 
symptoms or results of your blood tests.

https://gynqi.com/iron-deficiency/
https://gynqi.com/iron-deficiency/
https://gynqi.com/iron-deficiency/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yjgh6tTHgUM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yjgh6tTHgUM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yjgh6tTHgUM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yjgh6tTHgUM
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Do you have any feedback about this  
education resource?

Is it welcoming and 
respectful of your 
background, culture, and 
identity? Your opinion is 
important to us. Please fill 
out this survey or contact the 
Patient Education team at 
patienteducation@toh.ca

Do you need this information in a  
different format? 

Please tell a member of your health-care 
team so that they can provide you with this 
information in a format that works for you. 
This resource is available in English and in 
French. Cette ressource est disponible en 
anglais et en français.
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