
IRON de� ciency in chil dren can have a sig ni �c ant and irre vers ible e�ect on brain devel op -
ment and impacts learn ing abil ity as they grow.

Iron de� ciency anaemia or IDA is a com mon prob lem among young chil dren as their diets
may lack iron-rich foods.
In Malay sia, one in three chil dren is at risk of anaemia, accord ing to the 2023 Iron Strong
Study.
Iron de� ciency anaemia in chil dren is often under dia gnosed because mild cases often show
no vis ible symp toms, says Pro fessor Dr Muhammad Yazid Jalaludin, senior con sult ant
pae di at ric endo crino lo gist at the fac ulty of medi cine, Uni versiti Malaya.
However, this undetec ted de� ciency can sig ni �c antly impact growth and has irre vers ible
con sequences on a child’s brain devel op ment and learn ing abil it ies.
“Almost 90 per cent of cases are asymp to matic, so wait ing for symp toms to appear before
screen ing will res ult in a huge group of a�ected chil dren being left out.”
There’s a need for early detec tion to address the con di tion, adds Dr Yazid.
Non-invas ive, pain-free screen ing meth ods are now avail able that pro duce
quick res ults at a lower cost.“Don’t wait until symp toms appear before tak ing your child
for screen ing because the brain can be impacted.”
Des pite the alarm ing pre val ence of IDA among Malay sian chil dren, national policy regard -
ing routine screen ing and inter ven tion remains inad equate.
However, screen ing is just one part of the strategy. A hol istic approach to com bat ing IDA in
chil dren is cru cial.
Pro fessor Dr Hamid Jan from the nutri tion pro gramme, school of health sci ences, Uni -
versiti Sains Malay sia Uni versiti Sains Malay sia, says address ing IDA in chil dren requires a
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mul ti fa ceted approach that com bines early detec tion with com pre hens ive nutri tional
inter ven tions.
Incor por at ing a vari ety of iron-rich foods into chil dren’s diets is cru cial, he says, adding
that these include lean meats, poultry, beans or dark leafy veget ables like spin ach.
Addi tion ally, for ti �ed milk and foods play an import ant role in ensur ing adequate iron
intake, espe cially for chil dren who may have lim ited access to diverse diets.
“Pair ing iron-rich foods with enhan cers like vit amin C-rich foods can sig ni �c antly
improve absorp tion,
mak ing it easier for your child to bene �t from their iron intake.”
Chil dren who are picky or fussy eat ers are at higher risk for IDA as their diets are imbal -
anced or inad equate.
Unfor tu nately, many par ents tend to be in denial about the pos sib il ity of their child hav ing
IDA as the child may appear nor mal.
Screen ing remains the most e�ect ive and accur ate method of determ in ing IDA in chil dren
and sub sequently put ting into place steps to
address the con di tion.
As we con tinue to uncover the sig ni �c ant pre val ence of anaemia among Malay sian chil -
dren, it becomes increas ingly clear that early detec tion and inter ven tion are cru cial, says
Dr Yazid.
By address ing the risk factors early, par tic u larly through nutri tional edu ca tion and routine
screen ings, we can mit ig ate the long-term impacts of anaemia on chil dren’s growth and
brain devel op ment.
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