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CONDITION

Iron overdose

Iron overdose is poisoning caused by swallowing more iron than the body can safely

handle.

WHAT IT IS

Toxic injury from swallowing too much iron

BODY SYSTEM

Digestive tract, liver, heart, circulation, and nervous system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Vomiting, abdominal pain, diarrhea, drowsiness

WHAT CAUSES IT

Excess iron supplements or iron-containing medicines

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

History, blood tests, and sometimes abdominal X-ray

MAIN TREATMENT

Emergency supportive care and an iron-binding antidote

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - severe organ damage may persist

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Yes - suspected overdose needs immediate poison advice

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often good with early care; severe poisoning can be fatal

Overview

Iron overdose happens when someone swallows more iron than their body can safely process.

It most often involves iron tablets, liquid iron, prenatal vitamins, or multivitamins containing

iron.

Iron is essential in normal amounts because it helps red blood cells carry oxygen. In an

overdose, however, unbound iron can directly injure the stomach and intestines. It can then

enter the bloodstream and damage the liver, heart, brain, and circulation.

A significant overdose can become life-threatening. Early symptoms may improve for a time

even while internal injury is developing. For this reason, suspected iron overdose needs

immediate advice from a poison centre or emergency service, even if the person feels well.
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Iron overdose is different from the nausea, constipation, or dark stools that can occur when

iron is taken as directed. It is also different from iron overload conditions that develop slowly

because of repeated transfusions or inherited problems.

Symptoms

Symptoms often begin within the first several hours after swallowing too much iron. Their

timing and severity are affected by the product, the amount of elemental iron it contains, the

person's body weight, and whether the tablets release iron slowly.

Early symptoms mainly affect the digestive tract:

Some people appear to improve after the early symptoms. This quiet period can last several

hours. It does not always mean the poisoning has passed.

Severe poisoning may later cause confusion, seizures, very low blood pressure, difficulty

breathing, or loss of consciousness. The liver can become badly injured over the following

days. Signs may include yellow skin or eyes, unusual bleeding, increasing sleepiness, or pain in

the upper right side of the abdomen.

Weeks later, healing injuries in the stomach or intestines can sometimes leave scar tissue. This

may cause ongoing pain, repeated vomiting, early fullness after eating, or difficulty keeping

food down.

Not everyone follows the same pattern. Some people have only mild digestive symptoms,

while others become seriously unwell quickly.

- Repeated vomiting, sometimes with blood

- Strong stomach pain or cramping

- Diarrhea, which may be bloody

- Sleepiness, weakness, or irritability

- Dizziness, a fast heartbeat, or pale and clammy skin

Causes and risk factors

The usual cause is swallowing too many iron-containing tablets or too much liquid iron at one

time. Common products include prescribed iron, over-the-counter supplements, prenatal

vitamins, and some multivitamins.

The label may list the total weight of an iron compound rather than the amount of elemental
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iron . Elemental iron is the part that causes toxicity. Different products can therefore contain

very different amounts, even when their tablet sizes look similar.

Iron overdose may happen because of:

Children are at particular risk because a small number of adult-strength tablets can represent a

large amount for their body weight. Child-resistant packaging reduces risk but is not

childproof.

Repeatedly taking more iron than directed can also cause toxicity, although the pattern may be

less sudden. Iron overdose is not contagious or inherited.

- A young child finding a bottle of tablets

- Confusing iron tablets with sweets or another medicine

- Taking doses too close together

- Using several supplements that all contain iron

- Misreading a liquid medicine label

- An intentional overdose

Diagnosis

Diagnosis starts with finding out what was swallowed, how much may be missing, and when it

happened. The product name and label are important because different forms contain

different amounts of elemental iron. Bring the container or a clear photograph of it if you can

do so safely.

Blood tests can measure the iron level. Timing matters because the level rises and then falls. A

level taken too early may not show the peak, while a later level may be falling even though iron

has already entered body tissues. Slow-release or enteric-coated tablets may also be absorbed

later. Clinicians may therefore repeat the test.

Other blood tests look for effects on the body, including:

An abdominal X-ray may show some iron tablets in the stomach or intestines. However, not

every iron product is visible on an X-ray, so a normal image cannot rule out an overdose.

Heart monitoring and an electrocardiogram, or ECG, may be used when poisoning is significant.

An ECG records the heart's electrical activity.

Treatment decisions are based on the whole picture: symptoms, examination findings, blood

results, timing, product type, and estimated amount swallowed. No single test answers every

question.
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- Changes in blood acidity

- Liver or kidney injury

- Blood sugar problems

- Abnormal blood clotting

- Dehydration or changes in body salts

Treatment and management

Do not wait for symptoms or try to treat a suspected overdose at home. Do not make the

person vomit. Food, milk, or other home remedies cannot make an iron overdose safe.

Activated charcoal, which is used for some poisonings, does not bind iron effectively. It should

not be taken unless a poison specialist recommends it for another substance swallowed at the

same time.

In hospital, care may include close observation, repeated blood tests, heart monitoring,

intravenous fluids, and medicines for symptoms such as vomiting. Severe low blood pressure,

breathing problems, or seizures require intensive supportive care.

If many tablets remain in the digestive tract, clinicians may use whole-bowel irrigation . This

involves giving a special bowel-cleansing fluid through the mouth or a tube to help move

tablets through the intestines. It is not appropriate for every patient.

The antidote for serious iron poisoning is deferoxamine . It attaches to free iron so the body

can remove it, mainly through urine. It is generally given into a vein when symptoms, blood

results, or iron levels suggest significant toxicity. The treatment requires monitoring because

deferoxamine can also cause adverse effects.

Rarely, tablets form a mass that cannot be cleared by usual methods, or severe injury causes a

blockage or hole in the digestive tract. Endoscopy or surgery may then be considered.

Someone who took iron intentionally should also receive a compassionate mental health

assessment and support once medically stable.

Complications

Most complications follow a substantial overdose rather than a minor exposure. Possible

problems include severe dehydration, shock from dangerously low blood pressure, and an

abnormal buildup of acid in the blood.
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The liver is especially vulnerable. Serious liver injury can affect blood clotting, blood sugar

control, and brain function. Kidney injury, heart problems, seizures, coma, and death are

possible in the most severe cases.

Direct injury to the stomach or intestines can cause bleeding. Later scarring may narrow the

outlet of the stomach or part of the intestine, making it difficult for food to pass normally.

These outcomes are not inevitable. The risk is closely linked to how much elemental iron was

absorbed, how unwell the person becomes, and how quickly effective treatment begins.

Prevention

Most accidental iron overdoses can be prevented.

Keep iron tablets, prenatal vitamins, and multivitamins locked away and out of sight. Store

them in their original child-resistant containers rather than pill organisers, bags, or unlabelled

bottles. Never describe medicine as sweets.

Check labels before combining supplements. A multivitamin and a separate iron product may

both contain iron. Use the measuring device supplied with liquid medicine rather than a

household spoon.

Follow the product label or the instructions given by the prescribing clinician. If a dose is

missed, do not take extra unless specifically advised. Keep track of tablets when more than

one person helps manage medicines.

Dispose of unwanted supplements through a medicine take-back service when one is

available.

Living with it and what to expect

Iron overdose is usually a single event rather than a lifelong condition. People with mild toxicity

who remain well during the observation period may recover without lasting effects.

A significant overdose may require several days in hospital. Digestive symptoms often settle

first, but liver, kidney, blood-clotting, and acid-base tests may need continued monitoring.

Recovery from organ injury can take weeks or months, and severe damage may occasionally

be permanent.

Follow-up after discharge may include repeat liver or kidney blood tests. Ongoing vomiting,

abdominal pain, trouble eating, or unexpected weight loss can suggest later scarring in the

digestive tract and should be assessed promptly.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 5 of 7



sofidex sofidex.com

If iron was originally being taken for iron deficiency, do not restart it until the treating clinician

advises that it is safe. Future treatment may need a different storage plan or closer

supervision.

After an intentional overdose, ongoing mental health care can help address the circumstances

that led to it. Most people can return to their usual activities after recovery, although the

timeline is shaped by the severity of the poisoning and any organ injury.

When to get medical help

Get immediate poison advice for any suspected iron overdose, even if there are no symptoms.

Do not wait for vomiting or pain to begin.

In the United States, call Poison Control at 1-800-222-1222 . Elsewhere, contact your local

poison information centre or emergency medical service. Have the package, the estimated

number of missing tablets, the time of exposure, and the person's age and weight available if

known.

Call emergency services now if the person has:

Do not give anything by mouth to someone who is very drowsy, having a seizure, or unable to

swallow safely.

Routine follow-up is different from emergency care. Attend scheduled blood tests or

appointments after discharge, even if the person feels better. Seek earlier medical review for

recurring vomiting, persistent abdominal pain, poor appetite, or difficulty keeping food down.

- Repeated or bloody vomiting

- Severe abdominal pain or bloody diarrhea

- Confusion, extreme drowsiness, collapse, or a seizure

- Trouble breathing

- Pale, cold, or clammy skin

- A very fast heartbeat or signs of severe weakness

- Yellow skin or eyes after a recent overdose

Common questions

How much iron is dangerous?

There is no single number that is safe to apply at home. Risk is based on elemental iron, body
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weight, formulation, timing, and symptoms. Product labels can be confusing, so a poison centre

should calculate the exposure.

How quickly does iron overdose cause symptoms?

Vomiting, pain, and diarrhea often begin within several hours. Symptoms may then temporarily

improve before serious problems develop. Feeling better early does not reliably rule out

poisoning.

Can one prenatal vitamin poison a child?

The risk depends on the vitamin's iron content and the child's size. Because prenatal products

may contain substantial amounts of iron, any unintended ingestion should be discussed

promptly with a poison centre.

Does activated charcoal work for iron overdose?

No. Activated charcoal does not bind iron well and is not a home treatment for this overdose.

Poison specialists may use it only if another substance was swallowed that charcoal can

absorb.

Can blood tests rule out iron poisoning?

Not always with a single test. Iron levels change over time, and slow-release tablets may be

absorbed later. Clinicians interpret the timing, symptoms, examination, and repeated

laboratory results together.

Can iron overdose cause permanent damage?

It can, particularly after severe liver, kidney, or digestive tract injury. Many people treated early

recover fully, but no outcome can be promised before the severity and response to treatment

are clear.
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