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why your iron counts

Iron is an essential nutrient you need more of when you are pregnant and 
after the birth of your baby.1-3 In this factsheet, you’ll discover some of the 
reasons why. 

Iron is needed to:

As a woman, there are times in your life when you are at greater risk of not having enough 
iron, such as when you are pregnant.3 

• During pregnancy, you need more iron to increase the number of red blood cells  
for the growing baby and placenta and to prepare for a potential large volume of  
blood loss at delivery2,3

• Iron is needed for the growing placenta3 which feeds oxygen and nutrients from  
you to your baby6

• If the baby doesn’t receive the required iron, it can potentially impact the muscles,  
brain, and heart2 

• Iron is important for brain development during pregnancy and evidence shows  
babies born with iron deficiency can have a lower IQ2,7

When you do not have enough iron to meet your body’s needs, this is called iron deficiency.8 
Iron deficiency can lead to iron deficiency anaemia, this is when the balance of iron intake, iron 
stores, and the body’s loss of iron are insufficient to fully support the production of red blood cells 
that carry oxygen around your body.9

During pregnancy, your daily dietary iron needs rise from around 1-8 mg per day to at  
least 27 mg.17

Eating iron-rich foods is one of the first steps to boosting your iron levels.18 However, regardless of 
diet, it can be impossible to absorb all the iron required to meet the high demands of pregnancy 
and the mother’s existing iron stores must be used instead.3,19 This increases the risk of iron 
deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia.19

Due to the broad range of non-specific 
symptoms, these may be mistaken as a 
normal part of pregnancy and the early signs 
of iron deficiency may not be identified before 
anaemia develops.20

For example, while tiredness can be a  
part of being pregnant, fatigue is different. 
When you are fatigued, you will feel mentally 
and physically exhausted.21 This may be 
associated with iron deficiency and iron 
deficiency anaemia.20

If you are unsure, the best approach is to 
speak with your doctor proactively. 

If you are iron deficient during pregnancy, it can affect how much your baby grows, and 
increase the risk of low birth weight.1,12 Having iron deficiency anaemia can also increase  
the risk of premature birth.1,2,12 

Once you have had your baby, iron continues to play a key role for both of you:

• Providing baby with resources for growth until 4-6 months of age11

• Supporting milk production should you choose to breastfeed13,14

• Helping with your health and mental wellness as you create those first  
memories with your newborn15,16

Carry oxygen in blood 
around the body4 

Give energy and aid 
concentration2,4,5 

Keep the immune 
system healthy to help 

fight off infections2,4

You need to add more iron to help with maternal health  
in pregnancy and delivery,2,10 and baby’s growth  

and development.2,7,11 Unfortunately, many women  
do not always get the iron required.3
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Motherhood can be full of ups and downs –  
IRON LEVELS shouldn’t be one of them

women begin their 
pregnancy with low or 
depleted iron stores2

women are at risk of 
iron deficiency during 

their pregnancy2

of women are iron 
deficient one week  

after delivery15

up to  

4 in 10 
up to  

9 in 10 
  

14-24% 

know when you are low
Symptoms of iron deficiency 
include:20

• Fatigue

• Pale complexion

• Lack of concentration

• Dizzinesss

• Headache
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