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GASTROINTESTINAL INTOLERANCE TO
ORAL IRON PREPARATIONS

Davip N. S. KERr
M.B. Edin., M.S. Wisconsin, M.R.C.P.E., M.R.C.P.
ASSISTANT, DEPARTMENT OF MEDICINE,
UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH
Sir STANLEY DAVIDSON
B.A. Cantab., M.D. Edin., F.R.C.P.E.,, F.R.C.P.
PROFESSOR OF MEDICINE, UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH

The five ““iron pills” contained: ferrous sulphate;
ferrous gluconate; ferrous succinate; ferrous calcium
citrate; and lactose. The last is hereafter referred to as the
“unknown ** control pill. The pills known to the patient
as the *“ control ™ pills also contained lactose, and were
identical in appearance and composition to the ““un-
known ** control pills.

The volunteers were assigned at random to five group:
which took the pills in different orders.

In the present investigation the incidence of symptoms
in the group as a whole was almost the same, whether the
iron was taken as ferrous sulphate, ferrous gluconate,
ferrous succinate or ferrous calcium citrate. Similar
“ toxic effects ”, however, were reported equally often
after taking the “ unknown ™ control pills which were
thought to contain iron but in fact contained only lactose.
It is of great interest that with the * known > control
pills (identical in every way with the * unknown ) only
2 subjects reported symptoms. This observation may be
interpreted in two ways: either (1) most of the subjects
experienced no symptoms while taking the * known ™
control pills, or (2) the symptoms arose, but, because they
could not be ascribed to the pills, were ignored or
attributed to other factors.

Summary

1. Ferrous sulphate, ferrous gluconate, ferrous suc-
cinate. ferrons calcinm  eitrate. and  * known ** and
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“unknown ” control pills (containing lactose) were
administered to 93 healthy young women in a double-
blind trial. The incidence of gastrointestinal symptoms
attributed to the pills was assessed from the replies to a
questionnaire.

2. Virtually no toxic effects were reported from
“known ” control pills containing lactose, but the
exactly similar ““ unknown »’ control pills, which were
thought by the subjects to contain iron, produced as many
side-effects as the pills which did in fact contain ir.

3. None of the four iron compounds was found to be
significantly more ‘‘ toxic ” than inert pills containing
lactose. Hence it was concluded that intolerance to these
iron preparations, in the dosage given, was mainly
psychological in origin.

TARLE II—INCIDENCE OF ALL GASTROINTESTINAL SYMPTOMS IN 93 SURJECTS WHO COMULETED THE TRIAL
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