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Why are People Who Have had Bariatric Surgery
at Risk for Iron Deficiency?
If you have had bariatric surgery to help control your weight,
you may find yourself feeling exhausted day after day, weeks
after you have recovered from the actual operation. One possible cause of this fatigue is iron deficiency.
What is bariatric surgery?
The term bariatric surgery covers many different operations that
encourage weight loss and which are typically performed on
people who are obese. Weight loss is achieved by modifying
your stomach and/or intestines to restrict the type and amount
of food that you can eat and, sometimes, the types of nutrients
that can be absorbed from your food. Two common types of
surgery are Roux-en-Y gastric bypass and the fitting of a gastric
band. In 2011 there were over 340,000 bariatric surgeries
worldwide.1
Why are people who have had bariatric surgery at risk of
iron deficiency?
If you have had any kind of bariatric surgery, it is possible that
you could become iron deficient. You could have low iron levels
for one or both of the following reasons.
•

•

You could be eating less iron-rich foods, such as red
meat, because you may now find them difficult to
tolerate.2
You may be absorbing less iron from your food. After
bariatric surgery your stomach can produce less acid.
This acid is needed to break down your food and release the iron it contains.2

Following a gastric bypass, such as a Roux-en-Y procedure,
there are additional reasons why you may become iron deficient. You may be absorbing less iron from your diet, as your
food will no longer be passing through the part of your intestines where iron is absorbed.2 In addition you may have lost, or
be losing, blood at the site of your surgery.3
Each type of gastric surgery has a different risk of iron deficiency. Generally speaking gastric bypass procedures are more
likely to lead to iron deficiency than gastric bands.3 50% of
people who have had bariatric surgery are iron deficient within
one year of the surgery. One study also found that between
20% and 62% of patients were iron deficient 4 to 12 years after
surgery, depending on the type of procedure used.4
If you are a menstruating women who has had bariatric surgery,
the risks for iron deficiency are greater still, and iron deficiency
can become a long-term problem.3 Similarly, if you are a vegetarian, or your weight-loss efforts have left you eating more of
a vegetarian diet, you may be more at risk. This is because you
could be eating less iron-rich foods.3

Following bariatric surgery it is important to treat any iron
deficiency that develops. You doctor can prescribe therapies
that will help you to make the most of your weight loss and that
have been shown to improve quality of life in some patients.5

Warning signs of iron deficiency following
bariatric surgery
One of the main symptoms of iron deficiency is fatigue, a more
extreme version of tiredness. If you are experiencing fatigue,
you may feel physically and mentally exhausted and lack energy for a number of days each week, even if you have not been
doing any physical activities that are particularly tiring.6 You
may be too exhausted to complete normal daily tasks such as
getting dressed or going shopping, and you may often feel too
tired to spend time with friends or family.
There are also many other signs that may indicate that you have
iron deficiency or iron deficiency anaemia. These include:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Dizziness,7 irritability,8 and loss of concentration.9
Looking pale.10
Shortness of breath and a racing heart.11
Sore tongue or dry mouth.12
Cold intolerance or cold hands and feet.13
Headache.14

Iron deficiency is not the only cause of fatigue. For example,
bariatric surgery can put you at risk of vitamin B12 deficiency,
which can also cause exhaustion.3 It is therefore important
that you talk to your doctor about your fatigue, and any other
symptoms or health concerns that you may have, so that they
can understand the likely cause of your symptoms. From this
information they will also be able to suggest the best treatment
options for you.

Talking to your doctor
If you have had gastric surgery it is likely that you will be having
regular follow-up appointments with your doctor to monitor
your weight loss and any side effects. The side effects when
you are first recovering from your surgery may feel different
from those that you experience later on, maybe years after you
have had the procedure.
Your doctor should be aware of how you could become
nutrient deficient and may have advised you to take vitamin
and mineral supplements in the long-term.4 It is important to
follow the advice from your doctor regarding your diet and diet
supplements and talk to them if you are having any problems
with this, or are experiencing unwanted symptoms, such as the
symptoms of iron deficiency.
If you have been feeling fatigued or have any of the symptoms
of iron deficiency such as paleness, faintness or a racing heart,
Use our Symptom Browser to see the complete list of
symptoms that iron deficiency can cause and to understand
what each of these symptoms involves.

you may want to make an extra appointment or speak to your
doctor about your symptoms at your next scheduled visit. To
get the most out of your visit, think in advance about the information that the doctor might need in order to work out what is
causing your symptoms. You should also prepare any questions
that you want to ask.
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