Make a date to save a life today
Join in Memorial Blood Centers’ mission to save
lives through blood donation—as a donor, volunteer,
financial contributor, or blood drive sponsor. Visit
MBC.ORG or call 1-888-GIVE-BLD (888-448-3253).

Healthy nutrition
for blood donors

Donating blood is safe and
convenient when you are:
What if a healthy diet rich in iron isn’t enough?
While eating a well-balanced diet is important for
all blood donors, simply eating iron-rich foods
may not replace all the iron lost from blood
donation. When a healthy diet is not enough,
you may need to take multivitamins with iron or
iron supplements that can be purchased overthe-counter at your local pharmacy. Current
recommendations vary—from a daily multivitamin
with iron (19 mg iron) to elemental iron caplets
(45 mg iron), for a period of 6 weeks to 3
months. Your physician or pharmacist may be
able to assist you in deciding what dose, type,
and duration of iron supplement to choose.

Could I take just a single, large dose of iron to
replace what I lose during a blood donation?
No. The human body tightly limits the amount
of iron it can absorb (i.e., 2-4 mg/day). Taking
iron in larger doses for a shorter period of time
may not lead to better absorption and may
result in more side effects. The overall goal is to
replace the 200-250 mg of iron lost during blood
donation over the course of 1 to 3 months.

•
•
•
•
•

In good health
17 years or older—16 with parental consent*
Weigh at least 110 pounds
Free from antibiotics for 24 hours
Symptom-free for at least 3 days
following a cold or flu

*Specific height and weight restrictions apply for 16
to 18 year-old donors. Visit MBC.ORG for eligibility
requirement details and download the Parental
Consent form.

About Memorial Blood Centers
Memorial Blood Centers has been saving lives
for over 60 years as an independent nonprofit
supplying life-saving blood to area hospitals
and other partners throughout the U.S.
MBC
.ORG

Get ready to give a life-saving
gift to someone in need.

Additional resources are available:

•
•
•

Anemia.org: www.anemia.org
American Society of Hematology:
www.hematology.org
Mayo Clinic: www.mayoclinic.org
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The role iron plays
in blood donation
What does iron do for my body?
An absolute requirement for most forms of life—
including plants and animals—the human body stores
and uses iron in the hemoglobin of red blood cells
to transport oxygen from the lungs to the tissues.
For blood donors, iron is needed to make new red
blood cells to replace those lost during donation—
using iron either already in your body (called iron
stores) or available from the food you eat.

How does blood donation affect my supply of iron?
Since iron is carried in the hemoglobin of red
blood cells, when you donate whole blood or red
cells iron is removed as well. In many people this
depletion of red blood cells and iron has no effect
on their health. For younger women and frequent
donors of either gender, however, blood donation
may remove most of the body’s iron stores.

How may low iron affect me?
Low iron can affect donors differently. A few
possible symptoms include fatigue, decreased
exercise capacity, and pica (a craving to chew
things such as ice or chalk). In more severe cases
of iron deficiency anemia, advanced weakness
and paleness may occur. In addition, low iron
stores may increase the possibility of having a low
hemoglobin test, preventing blood donation.

What if my iron levels are too
low when I arrive to donate?
Prior to blood donation,
Memorial Blood Centers
routinely tests your
hemoglobin—not your iron.
If your hemoglobin levels
fall below the minimum
12.5 g/dl required for a
safe blood donation,
you will not be able
to donate. Low
hemoglobin is the
most common
reason why donors
are deferred from
giving blood.
While this routine
hemoglobin test provides
a measure of the red
blood cells in your
hemoglobin, it does not
adequately measure
iron stores. In fact, you
may meet the 12.5 g/dl
hemoglobin threshold
even though your body’s
iron stores may be low.

Does loss of iron due to blood donation
affect women and men differently?
Yes. Women naturally have a lower hemoglobin level
than men. In fact, many pre-menopausal women
have only a small amount of iron stored in their
body, which may not be enough to replace the red
blood cells lost from even a single donation. As a
result, female blood donors tend to be deferred
more often than men because of low hemoglobin.

What can I do to maintain an
adequate reserve of iron?
Dietary iron can be found in meat, seafood,
poultry, iron-fortified cereals, whole grains, beans,
peas, and dark green vegetables. Based on age,
gender, and other factors, the recommended
dietary allowance (RDA) for adults is:

•
•
•
•

Women ages 19-50, 18 mg/day
Women 51 years or older, 8 mg/day
Pregnant women, 27 mg/day
Men 19 and older, 8 mg a day

Please contact our medical staff at
askthedoc@mbc.org with any questions.

