
A S P I R E  P E R F O R M A N C E  &  N U T R I T I O N
R E S O U R C E  M A N U A L F E M A L E  AT H L E T E S

Iron Deficiency in Fe-
male Runners
Why 52% of female runners are iron deficient and what to do 

about it.

AC C E S S

Free resource
AU D I E N C E

athlete / coach / parent
R E A D  T I M E

5 min

AU D I E N C E

Athlete + Coach + Parent

W H Y  T H I S  M AT T E R S

Ferritin, fatigue, and performance drop-offs need to be addressed 

early in female distance athletes.
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Iron Deficiency in Female Runners

Q U I C K  S TA R T

Start here
Why 52% of female runners are iron deficient and what to do about it.

S P OT  I T  E A R LY

When iron is low, pace fades before athletes understand why

• Watch for heavy legs, shortness of breath, pale nail beds, cold hands, and workouts that suddenly feel harder.

• Performance decline plus frequent illness or brittle nails should move ferritin higher on the checklist.

W H Y  RU N N E R S

Female runners stack losses and higher demand at the same time

• Menstrual blood loss, foot-strike hemolysis, sweat loss, and hard training all pull on the same iron pool.

• Altitude and rising training volume increase red blood cell demand, which raises the cost of underfueling.

T E S T  T H E  R I G H T  T H I N G

Ferritin belongs in the conversation, not just hemoglobin

• Ask for ferritin with the iron workup so low stores are not missed while CBC still looks normal.

• A lab result marked normal is not automatically optimal for a runner trying to train and recover well.

Food-first iron support still matters
Supplements can help when they are needed, but they should not be the entire plan.

Supplements can help when they are needed, but they should not be the entire plan.

WAT C H  F O R

What to watch before it becomes a crisis

Performance drop-offs, stress injuries, menstrual disruption, and persistent fatigue rarely show up as isolated issues.

• Under-fueling is often quieter than coaches expect.

• The best first move is usually a food-plus-screening conversation, not a supplement guess.

• Parents and coaches should hear the same short message.
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Timing matters more than many athletes realize
Hard training can raise hepcidin, a hormone that temporarily reduces iron absorption.

Hard training can raise hepcidin, a hormone that temporarily reduces iron absorption. That is one reason many clinicians 

prefer iron away from the hardest sessions rather than immediately after them. If supplementation is needed, every-other-day 

dosing is also a common strategy because it can improve tolerance and…

Why female runners get into trouble faster
Menstrual blood loss increases iron demand month after month.

Endurance training raises red-blood-cell turnover and sweat losses.

Heavy mileage and hard workouts raise inflammation, which can temporarily reduce iron 
absorption.

Under-fueling and RED-S make the whole system worse by reducing the intake and recovery 
support…

How to think about ferritin
There is no single magic number that fits every runner in every situation, and ferritin should always be interpreted with symptoms, 

training load, menstrual history, and the rest…

Below about 30 ng/mL is a problem worth taking seriously in endurance athletes, especially 
if…

Heavy altitude blocks, prior iron deficiency, high mileage, vegetarian eating patterns, or 
heavy…

Ferritin alone is not enough. A "fine" ferritin with obvious symptoms still deserves a…
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When supplements make sense
Supplements are a tool, not a default.

Use them after labs and clinician guidance, not because TikTok said ferritin causes every bad 
race.

Recheck on a real timeline. Iron stores do not rebound in five days.

If an athlete stays symptomatic or ferritin stays low despite consistent supplementation, push 
the…

Q U I C K  R E F E R E N C E

Key targets to keep in view
Use these as planning anchors when you turn the manual into weekly actions.

R I S K  S I G N A L

52% of female runners

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

F E R R I T I N  TA R G E T

35-50+ ng/mL

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

R E T E S T  W I N D OW

about 3 months

Treat this as a decision anchor, not a trivia stat.

C OAC H  TA K E AWAY S

What to say
These are the cues worth repeating before the week gets busy.

� Locker room cue: Flat workouts plus unusually heavy legs are not always a toughness problem.

� If a female runner cannot hit paces she owned last month, ferritin is worth asking about.

� Family action: Send the athlete home with a simple ask: request ferritin, not just a basic CBC.

� Recommend iron-rich meals paired with vitamin C while they wait on the appointment.

� Do not normalize: Do not treat unexplained fatigue as an expected part of being a high-mileage girl runner.

� An athlete can look disciplined and still be underfueled, low in iron, or both.
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W H AT  TO  D O  N E X T

Use it this week
You are working hard enough already.

B OT TO M  L I N E

Iron issues show up in performance long before they 

show up in a crisis.

R E L AT E D  TO O L

Iron protocol

Turn warning signs into action.

Source topics: iron • ferritin • deficiency • fatigue • female
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