
 

 v. 5-21-13 

 

Iron in Your Child’s Diet 
 
 

WHY IS IRON IMPORTANT? 

Iron is very important, especially for children, to make sure the body’s cells get enough oxygen. Without enough 

iron, children develop anemia since they can’t produce enough red blood cells. If you don't have enough iron in 

the body, it can be hard for your brain to work at its best, hard to think well or to remember things well. So it’s very 

important for development and learning. Incredibly, iron deficiency is one of the most common nutrient 

deficiencies for children in the United States. It is estimated that up to 15% of toddlers are iron deficient! 

 

HOW MUCH IRON DOES A CHILD OR ADOLESCENT NEED? 

 0-6 months: Full-term babies have iron stores that last until 4-6 months and do not need supplements. 
Premature babies may need a daily iron supplement for a while. 

 6-12 months: 11mg/day 

 1-3 years: 7mg/day 

 4-8 years: 10 mg/day 

 9-13 years: 8 mg/day 

 14-18 years (girls): 15 mg/day 

 14-18 years (boys): 11 mg/day 

 

It is important that children eat foods rich in iron – even when starting to introduce solid foods to young babies. 

Animal proteins (like beef, turkey, and shellfish) are very good sources of iron. The type of iron found in these 

animal sources (“heme iron”) is absorbed into the body much more easily (up to 5 times better) than from non-

animal sources (“non-heme iron”). But plant sources and supplements with non-heme iron are good as well. For 

example, spinach, peas, soybeans and lentils are naturally high in iron. Cooking in cast iron gives a bit also, 

especially when cooking foods with vitamin C, like tomato sauce or cabbage. Baby cereals are fortified with iron 

and mix easily with everything. If your child is over 6 months old and not eating much iron-rich food, please talk to 

us about whether or not an iron supplement is necessary. 

One way to help iron be absorbed into our bodies is to eat it along with foods high in vitamin C (for example, red 

pepper, peach, orange, papaya, tomato, kiwi, cantaloupe, strawberries, cabbage). Unfortunately, even though we 

need calcium to make strong bones, calcium binds to iron and makes it harder to absorb the iron into our bodies. 

So even though foods with calcium (like milk, cheese and yogurt) are very important, try to have some of your 

iron-rich foods at other times. Limit total amount of dairy (milk, cheese and yogurt) to 20 oz. per day. If you are 

taking an iron supplement, take it with juice or water, not with milk. 

We may suggest a blood test near the first birthday as a screening for iron deficiency. If you have any questions, 

please let us know. 

 

IRON CONTENT IN FOODS? 

See the table on the back of this handout for a list of iron content in common foods – both heme iron (animal-

derived, better absorption), and non-heme iron (plant-derived and lesser absorption). 
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