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Type of iron
There are two types of iron in food – haem and non-haem iron –
which are absorbed differently by the body. Around 20% or more of
haem iron and 5% or less of non-haem iron is absorbed by the body
depending on the presence of other dietary factors and an
individual’s need for iron 
Haem iron is found in beef, lamb, liver, fish, pork and poultry.
Absorption of iron from haem iron-containing foods varies from 15-
18%. Lean beef and lamb contains three times as much haem
iron as chicken or fish, making it one of the best sources of iron.
Plant foods, such as breads, fruits, vegetables, iron-fortified
breakfast cereals, beans and lentils, nuts and eggs only contain non-
haem iron. Absorption of iron from these foods can be as low as
1%.
Iron enhancers
Absorption of non-haem iron can be increased by up to four times
by combining meat or a vitamin C-rich food in the same meal.
Iron inhibitors
Some components in food interfere with iron absorption when eaten
together in the same meal. Tea, coffee and milk, when consumed
with cereal foods (eg bread, breakfast cereal) inhibit iron absorption.

Should I take iron supplements without a
diagnosis of iron deficiency anaemia?
No. You may absorb too much iron. Haemochromatosis is a genetic
disorder that allows excess iron to be absorbed. This iron overload
disorder affects 1 in 300 Caucasians. Excess iron deposits in the cells
and tissues can cause irreversible damage and a high risk of cancer
and heart disease. Even in people without this disorder, regular and
inappropriate use of iron supplements has disadvantages and can
induce zinc and copper deficiency. Always get your doctor to check
your iron status first before you take iron supplements.

Can you eat too much iron?
It is impossible for a healthy, normal person to get too much iron
from their diet

Summary
• Iron depletion is common in athletes and

can develop quickly into the advanced
condition of anaemia.

• Inadequate iron intake is often reported
in vegetarian, adolescent girls and
women athletes.

• Athletes have high iron requirements and
losses of iron from hard training,
especially endurance athletes.

• Lean red meat, one of the most readily
absorbed sources of iron, should be
consumed 3 - 4 times a week.

• Vegetarians need to eat iron-rich foods
each day, such as iron-fortified breakfast
cereal, nuts and legumes, and combine
these with foods high in vitamin C.

• People with the iron storage disorder,
haemochromatosis, should never use iron
supplements.

• If you are rapidly growing, not eating
properly, feel tired and run down, and
training hard nearly every day, see your
doctor to check for iron depletion.

Iron-rich foods

Serving size Amount of total
iron per serve

(mg/serve)
Foods containing haem iron

Liver, cooked (75g) 8.3
Lean, grilled beef rump steak (100g) 3.8
Lean, grilled trim lamb steak (100g) 3.5
Tuna, dark flesh (75g) 0.7
Lean, cooked pork, ham 2 slices (75g) 0.6
Lean, cooked chicken (no skin) 1 small breast (75g) 0.5
Fish, white flesh 1 average piece (75g) 0.3

Foods containing non-haem iron
Commercial breakfast cereal (iron-enriched) average serve (60g) 5.6
Lentils, cooked 1/2 cup (120g) 2.0
Baked beans in sauce 1/2 cup (120g) 1.8
Nuts (cashews, almonds) 50g 1.6-3.1
Bread (wholemeal) 2 sandwich slices (60g) 1.4
Pasta, cooked 1 cup 1.0
Rice, cooked 1 cup 0.7
Green vegetables
(broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, beans, peas) 1/2 cup (120g) 0.5-1.5
Dried fruit (prunes, apricots) 5-6 (50g) 0.6

Dietary tips for preventing and treating iron
depletion
• Increase total consumption of iron-rich foods. This is

especially important for people eating very little food.
• Choose a variety of iron-rich foods everyday.
• Eat lean red meat, poultry or fish preferably daily (eg in

sandwiches or at an evening  meal).
• Eat lean red meat (ie beef, veal, lamb) at least 3-4 times a

week.
• If vegetarian, ensure food choices are iron-rich (eg eat baked

beans, lentils and breakfast cereals regularly) and combine
with vitamin C-rich foods. (Good sources of vitamin C include
citrus fruit, fruit juice, strawberries, kiwifruit, broccoli,
cabbage, cauliflower and capsicum).

• Eat iron-enriched breakfast cereals regularly. Porridge and
muesli are very nutritious but are not iron-enriched.

• Avoid consumption of strong tea and coffee when you eat
breakfast cereal or sandwiches as they will reduce iron
absorption (the tannic acid in tea and coffee binds to iron
decreasing its absorption)
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