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Dietary Determinants of iron intakes in Irish teenage girls (13–17 years)

A. Walsh1, L. Kehoe1, B. A. McNulty2, A. P. Nugent2,3, J. Walton1,4 and A. Flynn1
1School of Food and Nutritional Sciences, University College Cork, Republic of Ireland, 2UCD Institute of Food
and Health, University College Dublin, Republic of Ireland, 3School of Biological Sciences, Institute for Global
Food Security, Queens University Belfast and 4Dept. Biological Sciences, Cork Institute of Technology, Cork,

Republic of Ireland

The teenage years are a period of significant growth and development with increased iron requirements for females. Recent data from
the UK shows that teenage girls have low intakes of iron and there is evidence of anaemia and low iron stores in this group(1). The
objective of this study was to estimate the dietary intake, adequacy, sources and dietary determinants of iron in Irish teenage girls aged
13–17 years. Analyses were based on the Irish National Teen’s Food Survey (2005–2006) (www.iuna.net), which used a 7-day semi-
weighed food record to collect food and beverage intake data from a nationally representative sample of 441 adolescents (224 males,
217 females). Dietary intakes were analysed using WISP© (Tinuviel Software, Anglesey, UK), which is based on McCance and
Widdowson’s The Composition of Foods, Sixth Edition(2). For the purpose of this analysis, participants taking iron supplements con-
taining >100 mg of iron were excluded (n = 4). Usual intakes of iron were calculated via the NCI-method(4) using SAS© Enterprise
Guide. The proportion of the population with intakes below the estimated average requirement (EAR)(3) of 7 mg/d was determined
excluding energy under-reporters. SPSS© v22 was used to calculate the key sources of iron by the population proportion method(5) and
dietary determinants of iron intake. On the basis of mean daily intake of iron, participants were divided into three intake groups: low,
medium or high. The food groups that accounted for the greatest proportion of the difference between the high (top third) and low
(bottom third) of iron intakes were identified.

The mean daily intake of iron in teenage girls aged 13–17 years was 9·4 mg/d and 41% had intakes below the EAR. The key sources
of iron in teenage girls were ‘ready-to-eat breakfast cereals’ (RTEBC), ‘meat & meat products’ and ‘bread & rolls’ which contributed
17–19% of intakes. The difference in mean iron intakes between high and low consumers was 8·4 mg/d, of which RTEBCs accounted
for 41%, nutritional supplements 25% and ‘bread & rolls’ 8%. While ‘meat & meat products’ were an important source (17%) of iron,
this food group accounted for only a small proportion of the difference in intakes between high and low consumers (6%). These
findings show that a significant proportion of girls aged 13–17 years have low intakes of iron and will aid in the development of dietary
strategies to improve intakes of iron in teenage girls in Ireland.

This research was funded by the Irish Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine under the project ‘National Children’s Food Consumption
Survey II’ (15/F/673).
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Table 1. Contribution (%) of food groups to iron intake in Irish girls (13–17y)

Food Group All 13–14 years 15–17 years

%

Ready-to-eat breakfast cereal (RTEBC) 18·8 16·9 20·2
Meat & meat products 16·9 18·4 15·7
Bread & rolls 16·5 15·5 17·3
Potatoes & potato dishes 9·9 10·2 9·7
Sugars, confectionary, preserves, savouries 7·6 8·1 7·2
Grains, rice, pasta, and savouries 5·7 5·8 5·6
Vegetables and vegetable dishes 5·2 4·9 5·4
Nutritional Supplements 3·5 4·8 2·5
Other foods 16·0 15·4 16·4

Table 2. Dietary determinants of iron intake in Irish girls (13–17y)

Low Medium High Difference

Group Iron intake (mg/d)
% Contribution of food groups to the difference in total iron

intake between high and low consumers

All Sources 5·7 8·3 14·0 8·4 RTEBCs (41), Nutritional supplements (25), Bread & rolls (8), Meats (6),
Veg & veg dishes (4) Other foods (16)Food Sources 5·6 8·2 11·9 6·3

%<EAR* 92 0 0 −
* from food sources and supplements
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