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TRAINING MODULE



LEARNING OBJECTIVES
This training module will help you to develop an understanding of:

The types and sources of dietary iron  

Recommended daily intake of iron for Australians  

The causes and impact of iron deficiency  

Treatment options for iron deficiency

What advice to give customers about managing iron deficiency
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Iron

This training module will help you to develop an understanding of:

Iron (chemical symbol Fe) is the most abundant element on earth.  
It is a type of mineral that is found in plants, animals, soil, air, water  
and rocks

Plants absorb iron through their roots; animals then eat the iron-
containing plants, and humans consume these plants and animals,  
which is how our bodies get iron

Iron is an essential element, meaning it is not produced by the  
body. It has to be obtained via other means, most commonly  
from food

Either too much or too little iron can be detrimental to health

WHAT IS IRON?



TYPES OF DIETARY IRON
There are two types of iron found in foods: haem iron and non-haem iron.

The body absorbs these two types of iron at different rates. While the typical  
diet contains more non-haem iron, it is not absorbed as easily as haem iron.

Haem iron:

Found in meat, fish and poultry
Absorbed much more easily than non-haem iron
Adults typically absorb about 30% of the haem iron they consume

Non-haem iron:

Found in beans, dark green leafy vegetables, dried fruit and nuts,  
tofu, eggs and iron-fortified foods (e.g. breads and cereals)

Not absorbed as easily as haem iron
Adults typically only absorb 2% to 10% of the non-haem iron  
they consume



Reference:  NHMRC. Nutrient reference values: Iron. https://www.nrv.gov.au/nutrients/iron 
(Accessed March 2019)

*assumes menstruation has ceased **in women aged over 18yrs

AGE Recommended daily intake ofiron/day

0-6 months
0.2 mg

(breastfed infants; formula-fed infants  
require additional iron)

7–12 months 11  mg

1–3 yrs 9 mg

4–8 yrs 10 mg

9–13 yrs 8 mg

Girls and women

14–18 yrs 15 mg

19–50 yrs 18 mg

51* yrs and over 8 mg

Pregnancy 27 mg

Lactation** 9 mg

Boys and men

14–18 yrs 11  mg

19–50 yrs 8 mg

51 yrs andover 8 mg

The amount of iron each person needs to achieve  
and maintain an iron balance in the body varies  
according to their individual circumstances, including  
the presence of illness and their existing iron stores.

In general:

Adult men need to absorb about 1 mg/day of iron  

Adult menstruating women need to absorb about
1.5 mg/day

Pregnant women require more iron absorption –
typically 4–5 mg/day towards the end of pregnancy

Children need to absorb more iron during periods  
of rapid growth (e.g. in early childhood and  
adolescence)

RECOMMENDED IRON INTAKE

http://www.nrv.gov.au/nutrients/iron


IRON DEFICIENCY

Reference: Therapeutic Guidelines. Iron deficiency. In: eTG complete. Melbourne: Therapeutic  
Guidelines Limited; 2016 Mar. http://online.tg.org.au/complete/ (Accessed March 2019); Simpson J,   
Ross B, De Mallmanche J.  Iron deficiency How to detect it, how to correct it.
Medicine Today 2017; 18: 40–50.

Iron deficiency is a common condition in which there is not enough iron to meet the body’s needs. It can be present with or  
without anaemia
Iron deficiency anaemia is a more severe form of iron deficiency. This occurs when the body’s iron stores are so low that the body  
can’t make enough red blood cells (known as anaemia)

CAUSES OF IRON DEFICIENCY

INADEQUATE DIETARY INTAKE
most commonly in vegetarians, vegans, toddlers,  
adolescents, people with anorexia nervosa

INCREASED IRON REQUIREMENTS during
pregnancy and breastfeeding, or periods of rapid  
growth (infants, adolescents), menstruation
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REDUCED IRON ABSORPTION
due to certain medical conditions like coeliac disease, or inflammatory  
bowel disease, chronic kidney disease, Helicobacter pylori?

BLOOD LOSS
due to menstruation, blood donation, haemorrhage or gastrointestinal  
causes like stomach or colorectal cancer, major blood loss due to  
trauma

http://online.tg.org.au/complete/


IRON DEFICIENCY AMONG AUSTRALIAN POPULATION

Reference: Australian Health Survey: Usual Nutrient Intakes, 2011-12, http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20 
Subject/4364.0.55.008~2011-12~Main%20Features~Iron~402 (accessed March, 2019); Ahmed, F  et al - Iron Status among Australian adults  
findings of a population based study in Queensland, Australia, Asia Pac J  Clin Nutr 2008;17 (1):40-47

In Australia,
1 in 5 women under  
the age of 50 have  
some form of iron  

deficiency

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
2-3

%

9-13 51-704-8 31-5014-18 19-30

Age Group (years)

71 and over

Males

Females

Proportion of population with inadequate iron intakes (%)

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs%40.nsf/Lookup/by


SYMPTOMS OF IRON DEFICIENCY

Reference: Simpson J,  Ross B, De Mallmanche J.  Iron deficiency  
How to detect it, how to correct it. Medicine Today 2017; 18:40–50.

Weak or dizzy Hair loss

Sore or swollen tongue

Feeling of breathlessness

Difficulty concentrating

Fatigue, exhaustion  
and a lack of energy

Restless leg syndrome

Brittle nails or spooning  
of the nails (koilonychia)

Irregular heartbeat

Pale skin or cracked skin around  
the mouth

Cravings for unusual substances that
have no nutritional value, such as soil
or ice (a condition known as ‘pica’)

Finding it harder to do  
high-intensity exercise



Reference. 1. Therapeutic Guidelines. Iron deficiency. In: eTG complete. Melbourne: Therapeutic Guidelines Limited;  
2016 Mar. http://online.tg.org.au/complete/ (Accessed March 2019)

Iron deficiency must be diagnosed by a doctor

It is important to treat the underlying cause of iron deficiency as  
well as build the body’s iron stores

Overall, increasing the dietary intake of iron is not sufficient to  
correct iron deficiency, and iron supplementation is usually required

TREATMENT FOR IRON DEFICIENCY

http://online.tg.org.au/complete/


Reference. 1. Therapeutic Guidelines. Iron deficiency. In: eTG complete. Melbourne: Therapeutic Guidelines Limited;  
2016 Mar. http://online.tg.org.au/complete/ (Accessed March 2019)

Treatment for iron deficiency – including any iron  
supplementation products – should only be given after  
doctor diagnosis and referral

Oral iron supplementation (tablets or liquid) is the  
recommended first approach

Iron supplements should contain adequate amounts  
of elemental iron: this is the total amount of iron in the
supplement available for absorption. This varies widely  
between different supplements

Ferrous sulfate-based preparations often contain 33% of  
elemental iron (e.g. a 325 mg tablet containing ferrous sulfate  
provides 105 mg elemental iron). It is important to check the  
label to determine the amount of elemental iron as some
low dose iron supplements available in pharmacies are not  
indicated to treat iron deficiency

ORAL IRON SUPPLEMENTATION1

http://online.tg.org.au/complete/


Reference:  .Therapeutic Guidelines. Iron deficiency. In: eTG complete. Melbourne:  
Therapeutic Guidelines Limited; 2016 Mar. http://online.tg.org.au/complete/ 
(Accessed March 2019)

While oral iron supplements are relatively cheap and easy
to use, gastrointestinal side effects are common and may
reduce adherence to therapy

Side effects may include nausea, bloating, constipation and  
diarrhoea

To reduce the risk of gastrointestinal side effects,  
supplements should be given in divided doses without food  
(food reduces the absorption of iron from supplements)

People should be informed that iron supplements typically  
cause black or greenish-black stools

ORAL IRON SUPPLEMENTATION: SIDE EFFECTS

http://online.tg.org.au/complete/


Reference:  .Saunders AV, Craig WJ, Baines SK, Posen JS. Iron and vegetarian diets. Med J  
Aust 2013; 19; (4 Suppl): S11–16

The most significant enhancer of iron absorption in people  
with low iron levels is vitamin C

Giving vitamin C at the same time as iron supplementation has  
been shown to significantly increase the absorption of iron

Vitamin C can be given in dietary form (e.g. orange juice) or as  
supplements (e.g. tablets)

Some iron supplements also contain vitamin C

DELIVERING IRON WITH VITAMIN C



Reference:  .Therapeutic Guidelines. Iron deficiency. In: eTG complete. Melbourne:  
Therapeutic Guidelines Limited; 2016 Mar. http://online.tg.org.au/complete/ 
(Accessed March 2019)

Diet alone will not correct iron deficiency anaemia. However, after iron  
supplementation has restored iron stores, people should aim to increase  
their intake of dietary iron (if it was low) to minimise the chances of  
recurrence
The best source of iron is haem iron obtained from meat, fish and poultry  

Non-haem sources of iron include leafy green vegetables, iron
fortified foods (e.g. cereals), dried fruit, beans, lentils, eggs, nuts  
and wholemeal breads

Combining haem iron with sources of non-haem iron can help to increase  
iron absorption from the non-haem sources

Vitamin C (ascorbic acid) can enhance the absorption of non-haem iron  
when consumed at the same time. Good sources of vitamin C include  
citrus fruits, kiwifruit, tomatoes, capsicums, strawberries, broccoli,  
cabbage andspinach

People with iron deficiency anaemia should avoid drinking teas or coffee  
with meals as this reduces iron absorption

TIPS FOR SELF-MANAGEMENT

http://online.tg.org.au/complete/


ALWAYS READ THE LABEL. FOLLOW THE DIRECTIONS FOR USE.  IF SYMPTOMS PERSIST, TALK TO YOUR HEALTH PROFESSIONAL.

Your pharmacy may be stocking Ferrogen Iron + Vitamin C, so it’s important that you become familiar with this  
product

Ferrogen Iron + Vitamin C is a therapeutic iron supplement for the prevention and treatment of medically  diagnosed 
iron deficiency. It may help relieve fatigue associated with iron deficiency.

Each modified release tablet contains ferrous sulfate 325 mg (equivalent to elemental iron 105 mg) and sodium  
ascorbate 562.4 mg (equivalent to ascorbic acid 500 mg)

FERROGEN IRON SUPPLEMENTATION

F e r r o g e n 325 mg w i l l  
b e  a v a i l a b l e  f r o m  
S e p t e m b e r  2 0 2 0



QUIZ
Which of the following statements is incorrect?

Either too much or too little iron can be detrimental to health  

Iron is found in plants, animals, soil, air, water and rocks

Iron is an essential element, which means it is produced by the body  

The chemical symbol for iron is Fe

Is the following statement true or false?
The amount of iron each person needs to achieve and maintain an  
iron balance in the body is the same for everybody

True  

False

Iron deficiency can be caused by…  

Inadequate intake of iron in the diet  

Increased iron requirements  

Reduced iron absorption

All of the above

Which of the following statements is incorrect?

The most significant enhancer of iron absorption in people with low iron  
levels is vitamin C

Giving vitamin C  at the same time as iron supplementation has been  
shown to significantly increase the absorption of iron

Vitamin C  can be given in dietary form (e.g. orange juice) or as  
supplements (e.g. tablets)

All iron supplements contain vitamin C.

A customer says they are feeling exhausted all the time and asks for  
something to help. Which is the correct response?

Ask them if they know what is causing the exhaustion  

Refer them to the pharmacist

Tell them to get more rest

Tell them they might need iron supplementation


