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F
olate is a B vitamin found in a
variety of foods. It is added to
m a ny vitamin and mineral sup-

plements as folic acid, a deriva t i ve of
f o l a t e. It plays an important role in the
production of normal blood cells for
adults and is critical in helping a
b a by’s neural tube —the part of a
d eveloping baby that becomes the
brain and spinal cord—d evelop proper-
l y. Deficiency in folic acid can cause a
neural tube defect (NTD).

The neural tube forms in the
e m b r yo (developing baby) and then
closes between the 17th and 30th day
after conception (or four to six we e k s
after the first day of a woman’s last
menstrual period). A neural tube defect
occurs when the neural tube fails to
close properly, leaving the deve l o p i n g
brain or spinal cord exposed to the
amniotic fluid. The two most common
neural tube defects are anencephaly
and spina bifida. These birth defects
occur before most women know that
t h ey are pregnant.

Birth Defects

Spina bifida occurs when the lower end
of the neural tube fails to close. Thus, the
spinal cord and backbones do not deve l-
op properly. Paralysis of the infant’s legs,
loss of bowel and bladder control, wa t e r
on the brain (hydrocephalus), and learn-
ing disabilities are among the disabilities
associated with spina bifida. Between 80
percent to 90 percent of infants born
with spina bifida live. 

Anencephaly is a fatal condition in

which the upper end of the neural tube
fails to close. In these cases, the brain
either never completely develops or is
totally absent. Pregnancies affected by
anencephaly often result in miscarriages.

N i n e t y - f i ve percent of NTDs occur in
women with no personal or family histo-
ry of NTDs. Howeve r, some risk factors
are know n :

• An NTD-affected pregnancy
increases a woman’s chance to
h ave another NTD-affected preg-
nancy approximately 20 times 

• Maternal insulin-dependent 
diabetes 

• Anti-seizure medication use 

The recommended intake of folic
acid to prevent spina bifida and other
neural tube defects is 400 micrograms
(0.4 milligram) daily. The best way to
get enough folic acid is to take a multi-
vitamin with 400 micrograms of folic
acid in it or take a single pill of 400
mcg of folic acid every day (folic acid
pills are small and easy to swa l l ow )
and eat a healthy diet. Foods contain-
ing folate include fruits; green, leafy
vegetables; and dried beans and le-
g u m e s. “Enriched” cereal grain prod-
ucts such as pasta, rice, bread, flour,
and cereals have been fortified with
certain amounts of folic acid. 

Most multivitamins have 400 micro-
g r a m s, but check the label to be sure.
Even though there are several ways to get
the recommended amount of folic acid
every day, two thirds of women in the
United States do not consume adequate

amounts of folic acid. You can get folic
acid in your diet, but it’s hard to get
enough every day through food alone.
Your pharmacist can help you select an
appropriate multivitamin or folic acid pill.

It’s Safe

Folic acid has no known toxic level. If
you were to eat a bowl of fully fortified
cereal (400 micrograms), take 400 micro-
grams (0.4 milligram) of folic acid sup-
plement, and eat fortified foods and
foods rich in folate, women of reproduc-
t i ve age would not have a problem with
too much folic acid. Even in very high
amounts folic acid is non-tox i c. Neve r-
t h e l e s s, it is recommended that wo m e n
consume no more than 1,000 micro-
grams of folic acid daily. Large amounts
of folic acid may hide the ability to
quickly diagnose a rare vitamin B-12
d e f i c i e n c y, pernicious anemia. This con-
dition primarily affects the elderly popu-
lation and, in some cases, can lead to
neurological damage.

Birth defects occur in the first few
we e k s, often before a woman finds out
that she is pregnant. All women should
practice the habit of taking folic acid
daily even when they are not planning
to get pregnant. For folic acid to help, it
needs to be taken every day starting
before a woman becomes pregnant.

Remember, your community phar-
macist is your medication expert. Feel
free to ask him or her about your sup-
plemental needs or any other concerns
you have about medications you may be
taking before and during pregnancy. o
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