Folic Acid Facts and Fiction


Q
Why should I take a folic acid supplement?

A
Folic acid is a B vitamin that can reduce the risk of neural tube defects by as much as 70 per cent if taken before conception.

______

Q
What is a Neural Tube Defect (NTD)?

A
The neural tube is the part of the developing baby that eventually becomes the brain and spinal cord. Neural tube defects (NTDs) occur when the neural tube fails to close completely during the early weeks of pregnancy. At this early stage, many women do not even know that they are pregnant. According to Health Canada, about 260 babies are born each year in Canada with an NTD.

Spina bifida is the most common NTD. The effects of spina bifida are quite varied. These effects can range from severe physical disabilities and developmental delay, to problems that can be corrected by surgery. The most common effects are limited use of the lower limbs, and bowel and bladder limitations.

_____



Q
How does folic acid reduce the risk of NTDs?

A
Folic acid is essential to the healthy development of a baby's spine, brain, and skull, especially during the first weeks of pregnancy. While scientists do not know exactly how folic acid affects the risk of neural tube defects, they do know that women need more folic acid during pregnancy to support their expanding blood volume and the growth of maternal and fetal tissues including the neural tube.
_____

Q
If there is no history of spina bifida in my family, do I still need to take folic acid?

A
Yes. Most cases of spina bifida (up to 95%) happen in families without a history, so it is good to plan ahead and take folic acid daily.

_____

Q
Do I have to take folic acid even if I don't plan on getting pregnant any time soon?

A
Yes! Nearly half of all pregnancies are not planned, so it is important to take folic acid everyday.

_____

Q
As long as I have a good diet and exercise while I am pregnant and take a folic acid supplement, will my child be born healthy?

A
Some women do everything right during pregnancy, but due to other things like genetics or environmental factors, may still have a child with a birth defect.

_____

Q
Foods that have folate, like orange juice, also have folic acid. Will drinking a cup of orange juice daily give me the folic acid I need?

A
Our bodies actually absorb the form of folic acid found in vitamins most easily. The best way to get the folic acid you need is by taking a vitamin with folic acid everyday, in addition to a healthy diet with foods that contain folic acid and fortified foods like breakfast cereals.

_____

Q
How do I know which foods are fortified with folic acid?

A
Currently in Canada, white wheat flour (also referred to as flour, white flour, enriched flour or enriched white flour), pasta labeled “enriched” and cornmeal labeled “enriched” are fortified with folic acid. This means that folic acid has been added to these food items. Some manufacturers may also add folic acid to:

• Breakfast cereals

• Pre-cooked rice

• Fruit-flavoured drinks sold as a substitute for fruit juice or as a breakfast drink

• Plant-based beverages such as rice and soy milk

• Goat’s milk

Check the Nutrition Facts Box found on most packaged foods. It will identify the amount of folic acid. If a food has not been fortified with folic acid, then folic acid (or folate) will not be found on the Nutrition Facts Box. Folic acid fortification will likely increase the amount of folic acid consumed each day by 0.1 mg (100 micrograms).
_____

Q
How much folic acid do I need to take?

A
For most women, it is enough to take 400 micrograms (mcg) of folic acid everyday through multivitamins and foods rich in folic acid.  Other women who have a history of NTDs (have a child with spina bifida, have spina bifida themselves, or have a history of NTD-affected pregnancies) need to take ten-times more folic acid by prescription (4000 mcg), for one to three months before pregnancy and for the first few months of pregnancy because they are at higher risk of having a child with spina bifida or another NTD.  It is important for women to speak with a doctor and plan their pregnancy to be sure they are getting the right amount of folic acid.

_____



Q
How do I know if I am at higher risk for having a baby with an NTD?

A
If you have a personal or family history of NTDs, you should consult your doctor. You may be advised to take a higher daily dosage of folic acid. If you have diabetes, epilepsy, or if you are obese, you may be at higher risk of having a baby with an NTD. You should discuss these risk factors with your doctor before planning your pregnancy. 

_____

Q
Can I take too much folic acid?

A
The maximum amount of folic acid that is considered safe for women 19 years of age and older is 1 mg per day (1000 micrograms), and 0.8 mg per day (800 micrograms) for women 14 to 18 years of age (unless otherwise directed by their family physicians). It is recommended that women read the supplement label and take as directed.

Consumption of folic acid in amounts higher than this may mask a vitamin B12 deficiency or delay its diagnosis. Vitamin B12 deficiency can lead to pernicious anemia and permanent nerve damage. This condition primarily affects the elderly

population.
_____
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