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Folic Acid for Your Family

By the Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus Association of Southern Alberta

Birth defects can happen in any family.  “Before my first pregnancy, I had heard of spina bifida, but I knew absolutely nothing about it.  After all, this kind of thing doesn’t happen to people like me,” said Jane G. of Calgary.  But most babies born with the birth defect spina bifida are born to parents with no family history of the birth defect.  Spina bifida involves incomplete formation of the spine and is the most common neural tube defect (NTD), a group of serious birth defects of the brain and spinal cord.  It may include paralysis of the legs, loss of bowel and bladder control, hydrocephalus (water on the brain), and learning disabilities. One or two out of every 1000 newborns in Canada has spina bifida; however, many go on to lead successful and productive lives. NTDs, like spina bifida, occur during the first month of pregnancy – before most women know they are pregnant.  

Folic acid may reduce the risk

Many factors affect a pregnancy, including genetics and things women may come in contact with during pregnancy. Taking the B-vitamin folic acid before and during early pregnancy reduces the risk of having a child with spina bifida or another NTD. While folic acid cannot guarantee having a healthy baby, it can help. Studies have shown that if all women of childbearing age were to take folic acid everyday, their chances of having a child with a NTD may be reduced by up to 75%. Folic acid helps build healthy cells, so it is important for all women who could become pregnant to take folic acid everyday. Besides helping with a healthy pregnancy, folic acid has been shown to have other benefits for both men and women in fighting heart disease and certain cancers. You can get folic acid in a vitamin that has folic acid and foods rich in folic acid like dark green leafy vegetables, oranges, and fortified breads and cereals.  

Some women need more folic acid by prescription

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.  “Try and map out things in advance…For instance, I would definitely meet with an obstetrician ahead of time, explain the history, ask about recommendations, etc.,” says Hannah M., mother of a child with spina bifida.
Do what you can

For women not thinking about becoming pregnant, it is still important to take a vitamin with folic acid everyday because about half of all pregnancies are not planned. If you are a woman thinking about becoming pregnant, speak with your doctor about your personal risk of having an NTD-affected pregnancy. And tell your friends and family that taking folic acid everyday can help reduce the risk of spina bifida.

For more information, please contact the Spina Bifida and Hydrocephalus Association of Southern Alberta (Telephone: (403) 263-1109, E-mail: awareness@sbhasa.ca, Website: www.sbhasa.ca.)
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