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Abstract

Associations between self-reported ‘low iron’, general health and well-being, vitality and tiredness in
women, were examined using physical (PCS) and mental (MCS) component summary and vitality (VT)
scores from the MOS short-form survey (SF-36). 14,762 young (18-23 years) and 14,072 mid-age (45-
50 years) women, randomly selected from the national health insurance commission (Medicare) database,
completed a baseline mailed self-report questionnaire and 12,328 mid-age women completed a follow-up
questionnaire 2 years later. Young and mid-age women who reported (ever) having had “low iron’ reported
significantly lower mean PCS, MCS and VT scores, and greater prevalence of ‘constant tiredness’ at
baseline than women with no history of iron deficiency [Diflerences: young PCS = -2.2, MCS = -4.8,
VT = —8.7; constant tiredness: 67% vs. 45%; mid-age PCS = —1.4, MCS = -3.1, VI' = -5.9; constant
tiredness: 63% vs. 48%). After adjusting for number of children, chronic conditions, symptoms and socio-
demographic variables, mean PCS, MCS and VT scores for mid-age women at follow-up were significantly
lower for women who reported recent iron deficiency (in the last 2 years) than for women who reported past
iron deficiency or no history of iron deficiency [Means: PCS - recent = 46.6, past = 47.8, never = 47.7;
MCS - recent = 45.4, past = 46.9, never = 47.4; VT —recent = 54.8, past = 57.6, never = 58.6]. The
adjusted mean change in PCS, MCS and VT scores between baseline and follow-up were also significantly
lower among mid-age women who reported iron deficiency only in the last 2 years (i.e. recent iron defi-
ciency) [Mean change: PCS = -3.2; MCS = -2.1; VT = -4.2]. The results suggest that iron deficiency is
associated with decreased general health and well-being and increased fatigue.
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Introduction While it has been shown that work performance

is reduced in iron deficient athletes and those en-

Iron deficiency, before the onset of anaemia, can
affect work performance, behaviour, immunity
and thermoregulation [1-5]. The current preva-
lence of iron deficiency for Australian women on
childbearing age is unknown, but baseline data
[rom the Australian Longitudinal Study on
Women’s Health (ALSWH) suggest that one in
three women have had diagnosed iron deficiency
by the age of 45-50 years [6]. Despite this, sur-
prisingly little is known about how the effects of
iron deficiency relate to the lives of ‘ordinary’
women.

gaged in manual labour, the ability to perform
hard physical work is not necessarily important in
the lives of many women in Australia. However,
iron deficiency may result in reduced ability to
perform daily tasks and exercise, which in turn
may impact adversely on health. It has been shown
that cognitive functioning is reduced in iron
deficient infants and young children [7, 8], and a
few studies suggest that adults may be similarly
affected [9, 10]. Concentration and short-term
memory are the two factors most impaired in
iron deficiency [9], and both are crucial to daily





















