
A FACT SHEET FROM THE OFFICE ON WOMEN’S HEALTH

Folic acid
Folic acid is a form of folate (a B vitamin) that everyone 
needs. If you can get pregnant or are pregnant, folic 
acid is especially important. Folic acid protects unborn 
babies against serious birth defects. You can get folic 
acid from vitamins and fortified foods, such as breads, 
pastas, and cereals. Folate is found naturally in foods 
such as leafy green vegetables, oranges, and beans.

Q: Why do women need folic acid?

A: Everyone needs folic acid to be healthy. But it is 
especially important for women:

• Before and during pregnancy. Folic acid protects 
unborn children against serious birth defects  
called neural tube defects. These birth defects 
happen in the first few weeks of pregnancy, often 
before a woman knows she is pregnant. Folic acid 
might also help prevent other types of birth defects 
and early pregnancy loss (miscarriage). 

Since half of all pregnancies in the United States 
are unplanned, experts recommend all women  
get enough folic acid even if you are not trying to 
get pregnant.

• To keep the blood healthy by helping red blood 
cells form and grow. Not getting enough folic 
acid can lead to a type of anemia called folate-
deficiency anemia. Folate-deficiency anemia is 
more common in women of childbearing age than 
in men.

Q: How do I get folic acid?

A: You can get folic acid in two ways.

1. Through the foods you eat. Folate is found 
naturally in some foods. Folic acid is found in 
fortified foods (called “enriched foods”) such as 

breads, pastas, and cereals. Look for the term 
“enriched” on the ingredients list to find out 
whether the food has added folic acid.

2. As a vitamin. Most multivitamins sold in the  
United States contain 400 micrograms, or 100 
percent of the daily value, of folic acid. Check the 
label to make sure.  

Q: How much folic acid do women need? 

A: Talk with your doctor about how much folic acid 
you need if:

• You are pregnant or could become pregnant. 
Taking 400 micrograms of folic acid daily helps 
protect against neural tube defects, such as spina 
bifida, that happen in the first few weeks of 
pregnancy. This is before you even know you are 
pregnant. While pregnant, you may need even  
more folic acid.  

• You had a baby with a birth defect of the brain 
or spine (such as spina bifida) and want to get 
pregnant again. Your doctor may prescribe 4,000 
micrograms of folic acid. This high dose of folic 
acid can lower your risk of having another baby 
with these birth defects.

• You have spina bifida or have a family member 
with spina bifida and want to get pregnant.  
Your doctor may prescribe 4,000 micrograms of 
folic acid. 

• You take medicines to treat epilepsy, type 2 
diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, or lupus.

• You are on dialysis for kidney disease. 
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Q: What foods contain folic acid? 

A: Folic acid is found naturally in some foods:

• Spinach and other dark green, leafy vegetables

• Oranges and orange juice

• Nuts

• Beans

• Poultry (chicken, turkey) and meat

• Whole grains

Folic acid is added to foods such as:

• Breakfast cereals (some have 100 percent of the 
daily value of folic acid in each serving)

• Breads and pasta

• Flours

• Cornmeal

• White rice

Check the Nutrition Facts label on the package to see 
if the food has folic acid. The label will tell you how 
much folic acid is in each serving. Sometimes, the label 
will say “folate” instead of folic acid.

For more information…
For more information about folic acid, call the OWH Helpline at 1-800-994-9662 or contact  
the following organizations:

National Center on Birth Defects and 
Developmental Disabilities, CDC, HHS 
1-800-232-4636 • www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/index.html 

National Institute of Neurological Disorders and 
Stroke (NINDS), NIH, HHS 
1-800-352-9424 • www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/
anencephaly/anencephaly.htm

Office of Dietary Supplements, NIH, HHS 
301-435-2920 • ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/
Folate-Consumer

March of Dimes Foundation 
914-997-4488 • www.marchofdimes.org

Spina Bifida Association of America 
1-800-621-3141 • www.spinabifidaassociation.org

A full fact sheet on this topic is available online at www.womenshealth.gov. All material contained on this page is free of copyright restrictions 
and may be copied, reproduced, or duplicated without permission of the Office on Women’s Health (OWH) in the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services (HHS). Citation of the source is appreciated. OWH content is available for syndication through the HHS Syndication Storefront 
at digitalmedia.hhs.gov.
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