IRON IN PREGNANCY
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By Althea Seaver, Nutritionist

Iron deficiency anemia has a significant range of effect on pregnancy.  The risk of fetal distress is increased, due to the fact that the mother’s blood is carrying less oxygen, so the baby is more likely to become oxygen deprived.  Anemia in mother does not usually lead to anemia in baby, because the baby takes iron from the mother by active placental transport, whether or not the mother is anemic.  Anemia in the baby is seen more from prematurity than from maternal anemia-premature babies just do not have as much time to draw iron from the mother’s blood as a baby who is born full term.  

Because of the reduced capacity of the blood to carry oxygen, the anemic woman may experience increased pain with contractions in labor.  A muscle that lacks enough oxygen builds up lactic acid, causing pain.

An anemic woman may also experience less effective contractions because of this decrease in oxygen supplied to the uterine muscle, she may have a longer labor, a “tired uterus,” leading to hemorrhage, and she may be more susceptible to shock from blood loss.  In the postpartum, iron deficiency contributes to greater fatigue, greater tendency to postpartum depression, and greater risk of infection.

The signs and symptoms a pregnant woman with anemia might experience are: FATIGUE, PALLOR OF THE MUCOUS MEMBRANE AND SKIN, MUSCULAR WEAKNESS, LOSS OF SEX DRIVE, ORTHOSTAIC HYPOTENSIOHN (a decrease in blood pressure while standing, sometimes causing dizziness and/or spots before the eyes upon rising), PICA (a craving for non-food substances, such as ice, laundry starch or clay,) A LOWER THRESHOLD OF PHYSICAL FITNESS AND WORK PERFORMANCE, A WEAKENED IMMUNITY TO DISEASE, DIGESTIVE UPSET, AND THIN, BRITTLE, OR FLATTENED FINGERNAILS WITH LONGITUDINAL RIDGING.

You may also complain of irritation of the mucous membrane of the mouth, headaches, rapid pulse, and coldness or tingling in the hands or feet.

Because iron deficiency anemia decreases the amount of oxygen the blood can carry, the brain does not get its fair share of oxygen.  This in turn may lead to a shorter attention span, diminished coordination, balance, memory and lowered scholastic achievement.

These signs and symptoms may be caused by diseases of the bone marrow, infections, and internal bleeding are a few to the possible non-nutritional causes.  Nutritional iron anemia is generally caused by too little iron in the diet, but lack of protein, folic acid, B6, B12, vitamin A, vitamin E, or copper may also cause symptoms of anemia.

Physical conditions which increase the need for iron are chronic infections, chronic diarrhea, intestinal parasites, blood donation, maternal bleeding, menstruation, excessive swe3ating, the use of tetracycline, neomycin, or cholestramine.  And pregnancy presents extra demands.  

On top of the woman’s non-pregnant needs, the iron requirements of pregnancy are tremendous!  Table 1 shows how many milligrams of iron are needed for a normal fetal and maternal development.

Table 1. Mg of Iron Needed for

Normal Fetal and Maternal Development










Average mg.

External loss








170

Expansion of blood volume






450

Fetal iron








270

Iron in placenta and cord






 90

Mg of iron lost in normal blood loss at delivery



150

Total increased need for iron in pregnancy/birth



1,130 mg

The average daily requirement for iron in pregnancy is 30 to 48 mg.  This is due to its poor absorption rate (about 10 percent).  The average American diet contains about 6 mg of iron per 1,000 calories, so if a woman is eating about 2,500 calories each day without seeking out iron rich foods, she will only be getting about 15 mg of iron per day.

Iron Sources For the Pregnant Woman

In order fro a pregnant woman to meet the iron requirement5s of pregnancy, she must choose her foods wisely and/or take supplemental iron.  Iron is generally found in red meats (especially organ meats), whole grains, beans, dark green leafy vegetables, nuts and seeds, dark molasses, seaweed, nutritional yeast, and dried fruit.  Table 2 ranks foods high in iron in order of concentration of iron per serving.

Table 2.

Clams, canned drained



1 cup




44.7

Dulse seaweed, dried



1 ounce




42.8

Pumpkin seeds, dried



1 cup




33.9

Kelp seaweed, dried



1 ounce




28.4

Clams, minced




small can



27.5

Lambs liver




3.5 ounces



17.9

Quinoa grain, dry




1 cup




14.8

Rice bran




1 cup




15.4

[pork liver




3 ounces




15.2

amaranth grain, dry 



1 cup




14.8

oysters, simmered eastern



3.5 ounces



13.4

tofu, firm raw




1/ 2 cup




13.2

kidnesy, braised




3.5 ounces



13.1

sesame seeds




1 cup




10.5

wheat germ




1 cup




10.3

molasses, black strap



2 T




10.1

sunflower seeds




1 cup




 9.7

Irish moss seaweed, dried



3.5 ounces



 8.9

Soy beans, cooked



1 cup




 8.8

Chili and beans




1 cup




 8.7

Pistachio nuts




1 cup




 8.6

Pork and beans, canned



1 cup




 8.3

Rye flour




1 cup




 8.2

Cashews, dry roasted



1 cup




 8.2

Spirulina, dried




1 ounce




 8.0

Soy flour, full fat




1 cup




 8.0

Lima beans, dried




3.5 ounces



 7.8

Chicken livers, fried



3 medium



 7.4

Lentils, dried




1 cup




 6.8

White beans, cooked



1 cup




 6.6

Spinach, cooked 




1 cup




 6.4

Parsley, raw




3.5 ounces



 6.2

Peach, dried




3.5 ounces



 6.0

Black walnut, raw



3.5 ounces



 6.0

Mussels, steamed




3 ounces



 
 5.7

Apricots, dried




3.5 ounces



 5.5

Beef liver




3 ounces




 5.3

Thyme, dried




 1 Tblspn



 5.3

Pine nuts, dried 




3.5 ounces



 5.2

Almonds, dried whole



1 cup




 5.2

Kidney beans, cooked



1 cup




 5.2

Jerusalem artichokes



1 cup




 5.1

Liverwurst




3.5 ounces



 5.0

Garbanzo beans, cooked



1 cup




 4.7

Zayante currants, dried



1 cup




 4.6

Whole wheat flour



1 cup




 4.6

Calf liver




3 ounces




 4.4

Refried beans, canned



1 cup




 4.4

Pinto beans, cooked



1 cup




 4.4

Prunes, dried




3.5 ounces



 4.4

Corned beef




3.5 ounces



 4.4

Black-eyed peas, cooked



1 cup




 4.2

Figs, dried




5




 4.0

Swiss chard, cooked



1 cup




 3.9

Hummus




1 cup




 3.8

Miso, natto




¼ cup




 3.8

Turkey





3.5 ounces



 3.8

Raisins





3/5 cup




 3.5 purslane leaves, raw



3.5 ounces



 3.5

Hamburger, lean




3.5 ounces



 3.5

Beechnuts, filberts, brasilnuts


3.5 ounces



 3.4

Coconut, dried




3.5 ounces



 3.3

Veal





3.5 ounces



 3.3

Leg of lamb




3.5 ounces



 3.3

Potato, baked




1 whole




 2.7
