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advice. It shares common health facts, advice 
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in this resource may not apply to you. Please 

talk to your doctor, nurse or other health-
care team member to see if this information 
will work for you. They can also answer any 
questions or concerns that you might have.
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What is iron deficiency and 
iron deficiency anemia?

Iron is a nutrient in our diet that is important 
for our health and well being.  Iron deficiency 
(ID) or low iron is a condition in which the 
body needs more iron than is available from 
the diet. ID can lead to a low number of red 
blood cells and low levels of hemoglobin 
(part of red blood cells that carries oxygen 
to organs in our body). This is called iron 
deficiency anemia (IDA). For more information 
about IDA, please see the handout Iron 
Deficiency Anemia:  A Guide for Patients.

Why do I need iron pills if I am 
eating iron-rich foods?

Sometimes, eating iron-rich foods is not 
enough. There are many reasons why some 
people may need to take iron pills in addition 
to their diet. For example, people who have: 

	y Heavy periods. 

	y Bowel diseases such as celiac disease, 
ulcers, colon cancer, hemorrhoids, 
inflammatory bowel.



Page 3HEALING TODAY. CREATING TOMORROW.

	y Had bowel surgeries such as gastric 
bypass surgery.

	y Pregnant people may also need to take 
iron pills to help with baby’s growth.

Do I need a prescription for 
iron pills?

In Ontario, iron pills are available behind 
the counter of most pharmacies as well as 
by prescription.

Keep iron pills out of the reach of 
children. Too much iron can be very 
dangerous for children.

 

Do not start taking oral iron without 
talking to your health care provider 
first. It is important to have a blood 
test to measure your iron levels 
before taking iron pills. 
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Can I take iron pills when 
pregnant?

Yes, iron pills are safe in pregnancy for the 
treatment of ID/IDA and for prevention of ID/
IDA in high-risk pregnant patients. 

If you tend to have nausea and constipation 
during your pregnancy, ask your health care 
provider for the best iron pill for you and how 
to take it.

What iron pills should I try first?

When you are first diagnosed with low iron, 
your health care provider will most likely order 
an iron pill called an “iron salt”.  Iron salts are 
the cheapest and most effective option in 
treating ID/IDA. Examples of iron salts are: 
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	y ferrous gluconate

	y ferrous sulphate 

	y ferrous fumarate

Your health care provider will recommend the 
dose of iron that is best for you. 

What is the best way to take 
iron pills?

The best way to take iron pills is in the 
morning, on an empty stomach with a glass of 
water or orange or apple juice. 

Avoid having food, coffee, tea, milk and other 
medications for at least 1 to 2 hours after 
taking an iron pill. 

Ask your pharmacist about the best ways to 
take your iron pill. 

Have your meals, coffee or tea 1 to 
2 hours after taking your iron salt for 
better iron absorption. 
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What are the side effects of 
iron pills? 

Some patients will have side effects when 
taking iron pills. These side effects include 
constipation, nausea, green or black stool, 
stomach cramps, diarrhea or skin rash. 

Tips for reducing side effects of  
iron pills:

	y Take the lowest dose of iron needed to 
treat your low iron.

	y If you develop constipation while taking 
iron pills, increase the amount of fibre 
you eat and water you drink. Fruits such 
as kiwi fruit and prunes can help with 
constipation. If your constipation is bad, 
you can buy the following medications to 
help with your constipation: 

	» Polyethylene glycol (PEG) 3350 (brand 
names include RestoraLAX or Lax-A-Day).

	» Magnesium citrate (150 mg to 300 mg). 
Take magnesium citrate at night but not 
at the same time as your iron pill.
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	y If you develop stomach upset from taking 
iron pills, take them with a snack that is 
caffeine and dairy free

Are there other iron pills available 
if I cannot tolerate iron salts?

Yes, there are many other types of iron pills 
available that may have less side effects. 
These are more expensive than iron salts and 
not covered by most health plans. Examples 
of other iron pills are:  

	y Ferrous bisglycinate (brand name: Gentle 
Iron by Webber Naturals).

	y Polysaccharide iron (brand name: Polyride 
by Seaford or Feramax by Biosyent).

	y Heme iron (brand name: OptiFer Alpha by Volo 
Healthcare Inc. or Hemaforte 1 by Seaford). 

	y Liposomal iron (brand name: Ferosom 
Forte by Szio Inc.). 

Talk to your health care provider to 
see which other iron pills may be 
best for you.
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Are there any other ways to 
take iron pills if I have a hard 
time swallowing pills?

Yes, there are liquids and powder forms of 
iron. Usually, these have less iron than most 
iron pills and are more expensive. Some of 
them may stain your teeth. Drinking the liquid 
iron supplement with a straw may prevent the 
teeth staining.

Talk to your health care provider or 
pharmacist to see which iron powder 
or liquid may be best for you. 

What should I do if I forget to 
take my dose of my iron pill?

Do not worry if you miss one dose of your iron 
pill. Take your next dose the following day. 

If you keep forgetting to take your iron, think of 
reminders that may work for you. 

Tips for remembering to take your 
iron pill:
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	y Keep your iron pills in a place you can see 
them and near a glass of water.

	y Set a timer as a reminder to take your iron.

	y Write a reminder note and keep it in a 
location you would see as part of your 
morning routine.

	y Use a pill dispenser/pill holder with your 
iron pills pre-filled by day.

	y Ask your pharmacist if a pre-packaged 
medication pack called a blister pack is 
right for you.

If you keep forgetting to take your 
iron pills, your iron levels/anemia may 
get worse. 

How will I know if my iron pill  
is working?

Most patients taking the right dose of iron 
start feeling better 3 to 7 days after starting 
their iron pills. 
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Your health care provider will order a blood 
test to check your iron levels after you have 
been taking your iron pills. 

If you do not feel better and your iron levels 
are not improving, your health care provider 
may ask you to increase your dose of iron or 
try intravenous (IV) iron. To learn more about 
IV iron, please see the handout Intravenous 
(IV) Iron: A Guide for Patients. 

Eat iron-rich foods daily.

Eat iron-rich foods even when you are 
taking iron pills. To learn more about iron-
rich foods please see the handout about 
Iron and Your Diet: A Guide for Patients.
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To learn more

There are other resources related to iron 
prepared by The Ottawa Hospital that you 
may like to read: 

	y Understanding Iron Deficiency Anemia:  
A Guide for Patients

	y Iron and your Diet:  
A Guide for Patients

	y Intravenous (IV) Iron Infusions:  
A Guide for Patients
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Notes
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Do you have any feedback about this  
education resource?

Is it welcoming and respectful 
of your background, culture, 
and identity? Your opinion 
is important to us. Please fill 
out this survey or contact the 
Patient Education team at 
patienteducation@toh.ca

Do you need this information in a  
different format? 

Please tell a member of your health-care 
team so that they can provide you with this 
information in a format that works for you. 
This resource is available in English and in 
French. Cette ressource est disponible en 
anglais et en français.
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