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UNDERSTANDING RED BLOOD CELLS AND WHY THEY
MATTER

Red  blood  cells  (RBCs)  are  the  most  abundant  cells  in  your
bloodstream, responsible for carrying oxygen from your lungs to
every tissue in your body and returning carbon dioxide to be
exhaled. Each RBC contains hemoglobin, an iron-rich protein that
gives  blood its  red color  and binds to  oxygen.  Maintaining a
healthy RBC count is crucial for energy, brain function, muscle
performance, and overall vitality. When your red blood cell count
dips  too  low  —  a  condition  known  as  anemia  —  you  may
experience  fatigue,  weakness,  pale  skin,  shortness  of  breath,
dizziness, and cold hands or feet.
In this comprehensive guide, we will explore how to increase
red blood cells  through diet,  lifestyle changes, supplements,
and medical interventions. Whether you are recovering from an
illness, dealing with chronic fatigue, or simply looking to optimize
your blood health, these evidence-based strategies will help you
improve your RBC levels naturally.

WHAT CAUSES LOW RED BLOOD CELL COUNTS?

Before diving into solutions, it is helpful to understand why RBC
levels may drop. Common causes include:

Nutritional deficiencies — lack of iron, vitamin B12,
folate, or copper.
Chronic diseases — kidney disease, cancer, rheumatoid
arthritis, or inflammatory bowel disease.
Bone marrow problems — such as aplastic anemia or
leukemia.
Blood loss — from heavy menstruation, surgery, trauma,
or internal bleeding.
Hemolysis — premature destruction of RBCs due to
autoimmune conditions or sickle cell disease.
Lifestyle factors — smoking, excessive alcohol
consumption, or poor hydration.

If you suspect you have anemia, consult a healthcare professional
for a complete blood count (CBC) test to confirm your RBC levels
and identify the root cause. The following strategies are most
effective  when  tailored  to  your  specific  deficiency  or  health
situation.
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HOW TO INCREASE RED BLOOD CELLS THROUGH DIET

Your diet plays the most direct role in supporting red blood cell
production.  Key  nutrients  include  iron,  vitamin  B12,  folate,
copper, and vitamin C (which enhances iron absorption). Here is
what you should focus on:

1. Iron-Rich Foods
Iron is the building block of hemoglobin. Without enough iron,
your body cannot produce healthy red blood cells. There are two
types of dietary iron: heme (from animal sources) and non-heme
(from plants). Heme iron is absorbed more efficiently.
Best sources of heme iron:

Lean red meat (beef, lamb, liver)
Poultry (chicken, turkey, especially dark meat)
Fish and shellfish (clams, oysters, sardines, tuna)
Organ meats (liver is extremely rich in iron)

Best sources of non-heme iron:

Dark leafy greens (spinach, kale, Swiss chard)
Legumes (lentils, chickpeas, kidney beans, black beans)
Tofu and tempeh
Iron-fortified cereals and bread
Nuts and seeds (pumpkin seeds, cashews, hemp seeds)
Dried fruits (raisins, apricots, prunes)

2. Vitamin B12 and Folate
Vitamin  B12  and  folate  (vitamin  B9)  are  essential  for  DNA
synthesis  and  red  blood  cell  maturation.  A  deficiency  in  either
can lead to megaloblastic anemia — a condition where RBCs are
large, fragile, and unable to function properly.
Top sources of vitamin B12:

Animal liver and kidneys
Fish (salmon, tuna, trout)
Shellfish (clams, mussels, crab)
Eggs
Dairy products (milk, yogurt, cheese)
Fortified plant milks and nutritional yeast

Top sources of folate:

Dark leafy greens (spinach, collard greens, romaine)
Asparagus
Brussels sprouts
Legumes (lentils, black-eyed peas, chickpeas)
Avocado
Citrus fruits (oranges, grapefruit)
Beetroot
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3. Copper and Vitamin C
Copper helps your body absorb iron and supports red blood cell
formation.  Good  sources  include  shellfish,  nuts,  seeds,  whole
grains,  beans,  and  dark  chocolate.  Vitamin  C  dramatically
enhances  non-heme iron  absorption  — pairing  iron-rich  plant
foods  with  vitamin  C-rich  foods  can  boost  your  RBC  count
significantly.
Foods high in vitamin C:

Citrus fruits (oranges, lemons, limes, grapefruit)
Bell peppers (especially red and yellow)
Strawberries, kiwi, pineapple
Broccoli, cauliflower, tomato
Dark leafy greens

LIFESTYLE STRATEGIES TO BOOST RED BLOOD CELL
PRODUCTION

1. Regular Exercise
Physical  activity,  particularly  aerobic  exercise,  stimulates your
body to produce more red blood cells to meet increased oxygen
demand. When you run,  swim, or cycle,  your kidneys release
erythropoietin  (EPO),  a  hormone that  signals  bone marrow to
ramp  up  RBC  production.  Even  moderate  exercise  like  brisk
walking for 30 minutes a day can make a difference over time.

2. Stay Hydrated
Dehydration  can  artificially  lower  your  RBC  count  by  reducing
plasma volume, making your blood more concentrated. While this
doesn't  actually  reduce the number  of  cells,  it  can skew lab
results and impair circulation. Aim for 8–10 glasses of water daily,
more  if  you  are  active  or  in  a  hot  climate.  Hydration  helps
maintain blood volume and supports efficient oxygen transport.

3. Prioritize Sleep and
Stress Management
Your  body  repairs  and  regenerates  cells  during  deep  sleep.
Chronic stress elevates cortisol levels, which can suppress bone
marrow activity and impair red blood cell production. Prioritize
7–9 hours of quality sleep each night,  and incorporate stress-
reducing practices such as meditation, deep breathing, yoga, or
time in nature.

4. Avoid Smoking and Limit
Alcohol
Smoking  introduces  carbon  monoxide  into  your  bloodstream,
which binds to hemoglobin more tightly than oxygen, reducing
the  blood's  oxygen-carrying  capacity.  Over  time,  smoking
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damages  bone  marrow and  lowers  RBC production.  Similarly,
excessive  alcohol  intake interferes  with  folate  absorption  and
damages  the  liver,  which  plays  a  role  in  storing  iron  and
producing blood-clotting factors. Quitting smoking and drinking in
moderation — or not at all — will support healthy RBC levels.

SUPPLEMENTS TO SUPPORT RED BLOOD CELL
INCREASE

If  dietary  changes  are  not  enough,  supplements  can  help  fill
gaps.  However,  always  consult  a  doctor  before  starting
supplementation,  as  excessive  iron  or  B12  can  be  harmful.

Iron supplements — Ferrous sulfate, ferrous gluconate, or
ferrous fumarate are common. Take with vitamin C for
absorption and avoid calcium-rich foods at the same time.
Vitamin B12 supplements — Available as oral tablets,
sublingual drops, or injections for those with absorption
issues.
Folic acid (folate) — Often included in multivitamins;
especially important for pregnant women.
Copper supplements — Rarely needed, but a deficiency
can hinder iron absorption.
Erythropoietin (EPO) injections — Prescribed for severe
anemia related to kidney disease or chemotherapy. Not for
general use.

NATURAL REMEDIES AND TRADITIONAL APPROACHES

Certain foods and herbs have been traditionally used to support

blood health. While not substitutes for medical treatment, they
can complement a nutrient-rich diet.

Beetroot — Rich in iron, folate, and nitrates that improve
blood flow. Drink beet juice or add roasted beets to salads.
Blackstrap molasses — A concentrated source of iron,
calcium, and B vitamins. One tablespoon provides about
20% of daily iron needs.
Nettle tea — Stinging nettle is high in iron, vitamin C, and
chlorophyll. Drinking it regularly may support RBC
production.
Spirulina and chlorella — These algae are loaded with
iron, B vitamins, and protein. They are often used to
combat anemia in plant-based diets.

WHEN MEDICAL TREATMENT IS NECESSARY

For  some  individuals,  lifestyle  and  dietary  strategies  are
insufficient.  In  cases of  severe anemia,  chronic  disease,  or  bone
marrow disorders, medical intervention may be needed. This can
include:

Intravenous iron therapy — For those who cannot
tolerate oral iron or have severe deficiency.
Vitamin B12 injections — For pernicious anemia or
malabsorption conditions.
Blood transfusion — In acute blood loss or life-
threatening low RBC levels.
Medications — Such as immunosuppressants for
autoimmune hemolytic anemia or growth factors for bone
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marrow stimulation.

Regular  monitoring  through  blood  tests  is  essential  to  track
progress and adjust your approach.

FOODS TO AVOID FOR OPTIMAL RED BLOOD CELL
HEALTH

Certain substances can inhibit iron absorption or interfere with
RBC production. Limit or avoid the following:

Calcium-rich foods at the same time as iron-rich
meals — Calcium competes with iron for absorption. Avoid
drinking milk or taking calcium supplements with your iron-
rich meals.
Tannins in tea and coffee — Tannins bind to non-heme
iron and reduce absorption. Wait at least one hour after a
meal before drinking tea or coffee.
Excessive fiber — Phytates in whole grains and legumes
can also inhibit iron absorption. Soaking, sprouting, or

fermenting these foods reduces phytate content.
Alcohol — As mentioned, alcohol interferes with folate
metabolism and can damage bone marrow over time.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to increase red blood cells is about nourishing
your  body  with  the  right  nutrients,  adopting  healthy  lifestyle
habits, and addressing underlying medical conditions. Start by
eating a balanced diet rich in iron, vitamin B12, folate, copper,
and vitamin C. Pair plant-based iron sources with vitamin C, stay
hydrated, exercise regularly, sleep well,  and avoid smoking or
excessive alcohol. If you are at risk of anemia or have persistent
symptoms,  consult  a doctor  to determine the root  cause and
discuss supplementation or medical treatments.
By taking a holistic approach, you can optimize your red blood
cell  count,  boost your energy levels,  and support your body's
ability to deliver oxygen where it is needed most.


