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Iodine is an essential trace element necessary for the synthesis of thyroid hormones which are critical for human growth and devel-
opment(1,2). Iodine is particularly important during pregnancy and infancy for brain and neurological development(3). Therefore,
women of child-bearing age are particularly vulnerable to the effects of iodine deficiency. Concern has been expressed in the last dec-
ade regarding the level of iodine deficiency among women of childbearing age from UK and Irish populations(4,5). To date, no re-
search has explored the levels of iodine knowledge in such populations. Therefore, the aim of the current study was to investigate
iodine knowledge and awareness among women of childbearing age.

A 30-item questionnaire was administered online using SurveyMonkey® between February and March 2015. Females (aged 18–45
years) were asked to provide general demographic information, before the awareness of iodine and knowledge on the functions and
sources of iodine were assessed. Respondents were also asked to identify the health problems resulting from iodine deficiency from a
pre-defined list. Lastly, the questionnaire collected information on if and from where respondents received information on iodine and
health.

To date, a total of 431 respondents have completed the questionnaire (52 % 18–25 years; 8 % current smokers; 4 % pregnant; 1 %
breastfeeding). Over half of the respondents were either not aware (19 %) or were only vaguely aware (37 %) of iodine. Those educated
to higher level (BSc, MSc or PhD) had a greater awareness of the health effects of iodine, compared to those educated to secondary
level (GCSE or A-Level) (25 % vs. 13 %; P= 0·006). Only 27 % were aware that iodine deficiency is a current public health concern in
the UK and Ireland; 22 % did not think that iodine deficiency was of current concern and 51 % did not know. Respondents aged 18–
25 years had a greater awareness of iodine deficiency as a public health concern than those aged 26–45 years (17 % vs. 10 %; P=
0·037). One third of respondents (32 %) correctly identified pregnancy as the being the most important stage of the lifecycle for iodine
sufficiency, 19 % selected infancy and childhood and 32 % did not know at which stage of the lifecycle iodine sufficiency was most
important. Only half of respondents (48 %) correctly identified fish and milk as sources of iodine. Respondents’ knowledge of the
health problems related to iodine deficiency was poor: 41 % did not know or selected incorrect answers. Younger respondents had
a significantly higher knowledge of the health problems resulting from iodine deficiency (P< 0·001). Less than 10 % of respondents
stated that they had previously received information related to iodine and health. This information was primarily given during edu-
cation (71 %). Other sources of iodine nutrition information included health care professionals (19 %), media outlets (5 %) or friends
and family (5 %). Iodine containing supplements were only consumed by 3 % of respondents, and of these, 36 % had been taking the
supplement for less than 3 months.

The present study demonstrates that awareness of iodine and iodine deficiency is low among women of childbearing age, and may
have resulted in limited use of dietary supplements in this group. There is also a large deficit in the knowledge of dietary sources and
functions of iodine among a group particularly vulnerable to the effects of iodine deficiency. Few respondents had previously received
information on iodine nutrition and health and may explain the low level of iodine knowledge evident from these findings. Initiatives
to increase awareness and knowledge of iodine, particularly among lower-educated women, are warranted.

Ethical approval was granted from the Ulster University, School of Biomedical Sciences Ethics Filter Committee and the study was conducted accord-
ing to the guidelines laid down in the Declaration of Helsinki.
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