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Patient information

Blood is a liquid in our body that 
contains certain cells and proteins 
which help our bodies function. 
The bone marrow inside our 
bones makes these cells in our 
blood. 

There are three types of cells:

• white blood cells, which fight 
infections

• platelets, which form clots 
when we bleed

• red blood cells, which carry 
oxygen to all organs and tissues 
in our body. We need oxygen 
to convert food into energy

Red blood cells contain a protein 
called haemoglobin (Hb) which 
carries oxygen around the body. 
Having anaemia means having a 
low level of haemoglobin. This 
is either due to there not being 
enough red blood cells in your 
body or to having red blood 
cells which contain too little 
haemoglobin.

Red blood cells live for 120 
days so the bone marrow must 
produce new cells all the time to 
replace them.

What are the signs and 
symptoms of anaemia?

If you have anaemia, you might 
have one or more of these: 

• tiredness or weakness
• shortness of breath
• dizziness
• fast or pounding heartbeat
• ringing in your ears
• headache
• cold hands or feet
• pale (more than usual) or 

yellow skin
• chest pain
• hard to concentrate or feel 

confused
• a sore tongue or mouth sores
• short temper or moodiness
• loss of hair

Receiving a 
Blood Transfusion

Important information for all patients who may need 
a red cell, platelet or plasma transfusion. 

Additional supplementary information for individual blood 
components, specific patient groups and younger children can 
be accessed via your local transfusion service. 

Information for patients and their families, carers and guardians

This leaflet explains why you may be advised to 
have a transfusion of a blood component such as 
red cells, platelets or plasma.

Like all medical treatments, a transfusion should only be 
given when it is absolutely necessary and only after careful 
consideration. The risk of you having a transfusion will be 
balanced against the risk of not having one. 

In an emergency, it may not have been possible to discuss all 
options at the time. If this happens, your doctor will talk to you 
about the transfusion you have had as soon as they can.

If you have a card that states you need to have blood of a specific 
type, or if you know this from your medical history, please show 
the card as soon as possible to a member of the team caring for 
you and ask them to tell the hospital transfusion laboratory. 

Why might I need a blood transfusion?
Blood is made up of several different cells 
and substances: 

• Red cells carry oxygen around the body; a lack of healthy red 
blood cells is called anaemia. A red cell transfusion is usually 
given because of a shortage of red blood cells in the blood, 
either because the body lacks the raw materials, is not making 
enough of them or because of blood loss. In some cases, 
anaemia can be treated with medicines such as iron; in other 
cases a blood transfusion may be the best, or only, option

• Platelets are cells in the blood which prevent bleeding and 
help the blood to clot. A platelet transfusion may be required 
to either increase the number of platelets in your blood or to 
replace platelets which are not working properly to treat or 
prevent bleeding
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Iron in your diet
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Iron in your diet
Why is iron important?
Iron is needed to make haemoglobin. Haemoglobin, or ‘Hb’, is the 
substance found in red blood cells that carries oxygen around your 
body and gives blood its red colour. Iron is also important for building 
and maintaining healthy muscles and for many of the body’s functions 
and reactions.

What can happen if I have low iron levels?
A lack of iron can cause symptoms such as restless legs, strange dietary 
cravings known as pica, brittle nails, hair loss, dizziness and headaches. 
Low iron could also make other conditions worse. If iron levels remain 
uncorrected, haemoglobin levels may fall. This is known as iron deficiency 
anaemia, and can cause paleness, severe tiredness, shortness of breath 
and heart palpitations, as well as those symptoms listed above.

What causes low iron levels?
Low iron levels occur when iron intake is not enough to match the body’s 
iron requirements. This occurs for four main reasons.

1)  Increased demand – children and pregnant or breastfeeding women 
have higher iron requirements to fuel growth.

2)  Increased losses – blood loss will result in a loss of iron. 
This can be the result of: 
• Heavy periods 
• Bowel disease including cancer 
• Major blood loss such as following surgery or childbirth

3)   Reduced iron absorption – seen in bowel diseases such as coeliac 
disease, pernicious anaemia or following some types of gastric surgery.

4)  Lack of iron in the diet.

Iron deficiency should always be investigated if the cause is not clear – 
especially in men or women after the menopause. It may be the first sign 
of a serious condition like bowel cancer.

Your clinical team will be able to explain to you the reason 
for the suggested treatment, including benefits and risks.

Our full range of leaflets is available at:  
https://hospital.blood.co.uk/patient-services/patient-
blood-management/patient-information-leaflets/ 
or by scanning this QR code  
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