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CUHK study finds iron deficiency may affect attention function in school-aged
adolescents

(Hong Kong, 9 April 2025) — A study conducted by the Faculty of Medicine at The Chinese
University of Hong Kong (CU Medicine) revealed that the prevalence of iron deficiency
among school-aged female adolescents in Hong Kong was 17.1%. Notably, adolescents with
attention problems had lower iron reserves than those with intact attention function. The
findings have been recently published in the Hong Kong Medical Journal.

One in ten female adolescents suffer from iron deficiency anaemia

The study recruited 523 adolescents from 16 local secondary schools. The blood iron levels and
complete blood counts of the participating adolescents were measured. They also completed a
computerised assessment program to test their attention function and self-reported their fatigue
level on the same day of the blood test. The team found that 17.1% of the girls had iron deficiency,
based on the international threshold of iron level of <15 ug/L in the blood, and 10.9% had iron
deficiency with anaemia. No boys were diagnosed with either condition.

Prof Chi-kong Li, principal investigator and paediatric haematologist and oncologist at CU Medicine,
explained, ‘Girls are at higher risk of developing iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia than
boys because of greater iron requirements due to menstrual blood loss. Poor eating habits, such
as skipping meals and a low intake of meat products and other iron-rich foods, may lead to iron
deficiency too.’

Lower iron reserves associated with attention impairment

In the overall cohort, adolescents with sustained attention impairment had lower serum ferritin
concentrations relative to those with intact attention function. A similar trend was observed among
girls in the sex-stratified analysis. Adolescents who reported a higher level of tiredness also tended
to show impairment in sustained attention and impulsivity on cognitive testing.

Co-Investigator Dr Dorothy Fung-ying Chan, a specialist in developmental-behavioural paediatrics
at CU Medicine, remarked, ‘Iron plays a crucial role in brain function. Iron deficiency can lead to
disruptions in neurotransmitters, affecting a student’s ability to stay focused during long lessons or
examinations.’
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Consequences of low iron reserves should be emphasised among school-aged adolescents
Co-Investigator Prof Yin-ting Cheung, Associate Professor of the School of Pharmacy at The
Chinese University of Hong Kong, said, ‘Adolescents with low iron reserves should receive
counselling focused on the consumption of iron-rich foods, such as meat, eggs, dark green leafy
vegetables, beans/peas, and fortified cereals. Certain individuals diagnosed with iron deficiency or
iron deficiency anaemia may require iron supplementation.’

Prof Li emphasised that iron deficiency prevention in adolescents requires effective management
of knowledge gaps related to food nutrition, dieting, and body image, ‘It is important for the
government and schools to develop nutrition education programmes to encourage proactive
adoption of dietary and other nutrition-related behaviours that promote health and well-being.’

The article “Impact of iron deficiency on attention among school-aged adolescents in Hong Kong”
was published in the Hong Kong Medical Journal. https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj2310950
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Source: YT Cheung, Dorothy FY Chan, CK Leg, et al. Impact of iron deficiency on attention among school-
aged adolescents in Hong Kong. Hong Kong Med J 202531:Epub 9 Apr 2025.
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj2310950.
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