
Increasing Your Iron Intake (Adults)

Iron is a mineral important for good health. Your body uses iron to make
hemoglobin, a protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen to all parts of the
body. Without enough iron you can become:

• very tired and appear pale-looking

• dizzy

• weak

• short of breath.

Adults more at risk for not getting enough iron include:

• Pregnant women

• Pre-menopausal females who still have periods and who may also have
heavy periods

• Frequent blood donors

• Some athletes who do intense activities

• Vegetarians who need about twice the amount of iron as non-vegetarians.
Non-heme iron in plant foods is not absorbed as well as heme-iron from
animal sources.

Food contains iron in two forms:

• Heme iron is found in meat, fish and poultry. Heme iron is easily absorbed
by your body.

• Non-heme iron is found in plant foods and is not absorbed as well by your
body.

The following guidelines will help you choose foods that are high in iron and give
tips on ways to increase iron absorption.
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Eat a variety of heme and non-heme iron foods every day

• Heme-iron foods include: beef, chicken, fish, lamb, turkey and fish.

• Non-heme sources include: beans and lentils, whole grains including
oatmeal and iron-fortified bread, pasta and cereals, raisins or other dried
fruit, tofu, tempeh, nuts, seeds and vegetables including spinach,
asparagus, Swiss chard, beets, beet and turnip greens.

Increase absorption of non-heme iron foods
To help absorb more non-heme iron in foods:

• Eat non-heme iron foods at the same time as foods with heme-iron.

• Eat non-heme-iron with foods high in vitamin C. Examples include oranges,
grapefruit and pineapple, kiwi fruit, papaya, strawberries, cantaloupe,
mangoes, bell peppers, broccoli, tomatoes, cabbage, snow peas, cauliflower
and kale

• Wait to drink coffee or tea 1 to 2 hours before or after meals. Drinking them
with your meals may decrease non-heme iron absorption.

• Cook with cast iron cookware.

• Try these food combinations to help you get the most iron:

• Iron fortified breakfast cereals with an orange or half a grapefruit
(vitamin C).

• Spinach salad (non-heme iron) with mandarin or grapefruit segments
or sliced peppers (vitamin C).

• Stir fries with broccoli, bell peppers, snow peas (vitamin C) and
meat, poultry, fish (heme-iron).

• Spaghetti with meat (heme-iron) and tomato sauce or crushed
tomatoes (vitamin C). You could also use lentils, kidney beans and
black beans or tofu (non-heme iron) instead of meat for a vegetarian
option.

Read food labels for iron
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• Look at the ingredient list for the words “iron” or “ferrous”. This will tell you
that iron has been added to the product.

• Look at the Nutrition Facts table. The Percent Daily Value (% DV) will tell
you whether a food has a little or a lot of iron.

• The daily value for iron is 14 mg. This means that the % DV for iron
would be 21%.

• Foods providing 5% DV or less is a little and foods containing 15%
DV or more is considered a lot.

Special Considerations

Iron Supplements
If you think you are not eating enough iron-rich foods or you need more iron, talk
to your doctor or a registered dietitian before taking any supplements. Too much
iron can be harmful.

If you take both iron and calcium supplements, it is recommended that you take
them at a different times of the day. Calcium might interfere with the absorption of
iron.

• Food Sources of Iron https://www.pennutrition.com/
viewhandout.aspx?Portal=UbY=&id=JMfrUQM=&PreviewHandout=bA==

• Food Sources of Vitamin C https://www.pennutrition.com/
viewhandout.aspx?Portal=UbY=&id=JMfoXAU=&PreviewHandout=bA==

These resources are provided as sources of additional information believed to be reliable and accurate at the time of
publication and should not be considered an endorsement of any information, service, product or company.
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