
  
 
 
 
 

 

Physical activity and blood donation
 
We all have iron in our blood as it is an essential element for blood production. 
Approximately 70% of your body’s iron is found in the red blood cells of your 
blood called haemoglobin and in muscle cells called myoglobin. Haemoglobin 
is essential for transferring oxygen in your blood from the lungs to the tissues. 
 
We get iron from our diet and from bacteria in the gut and although iron can 
be reused by the body, some will inevitably be lost. It is unsurprising that 

frequent whole blood donation is associated with a decrease in iron, 
which can lead to iron shortage. Balancing iron is tricky! Too much 
iron can be toxic and too little can compromise health. The balance 
of iron in active use is constantly being adjusted by the body and is 
critical to maintaining well-being. 
 

Lack of iron can reduce physical activity and increase sedentary behaviour and 
some blood donors have expressed concern about the negative impact this 
could have on their overall health. The benefits of regular physical activity—
reduced risk of cardiovascular diseases, cancer and mortality—are well 
established and sedentary behaviour is negatively associated with health 

outcomes. Previous studies that have investigated the impact of 
blood donation on levels of physical activity have been of limited 
usefulness as they have either only investigated the impact of one blood 
donation (as opposed to regular donations) or used data collected only from 
healthy young men.  
 
Blood donors are a useful cohort of individuals, as they represent a relatively 

health population of males and females aged 17 to 70. During the INTERVAL study, a large 
subset of blood donors were asked to wear wrist accelerometers (an instrument 
for measuring the acceleration of a moving body) in order to measure their 
physical activity. The donors also completed a lifestyle questionnaire, estimating 
how much time they spent on commuting, leisure, work and domestic life. Our 

scientists, in collaboration with the Sanquin Blood 
Supply Foundation, are studying this data to understand 
the effect of regular blood donation on activity levels. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.donorhealth-btru.nihr.ac.uk/project/interval-study/

