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Folic Acid for Birth Defect Prevention, Utah 1998-2000

Neural tube defects (NTDs) are serious birth defects that in-
volve incomplete development of the brain, spinal cord. NTDs
affect about one in every 1,000 newbornsin the United States.
From 50 to 70% of NTDs can be prevented if women take a
multivitamin with folic acid daily before becoming pregnant (see
text box). Women must begin to take folic acid before they be-
come pregnant, because these defects occur inthefirst 2-4 weeks
of pregnancy before a woman realizes she is pregnant.

The Utah Birth Defect Network monitors the occurrence of
NTDs and al other structure birth defects that cause structural
mal formations and worksto prevent NTDs by educating women
and health care providers about folic acid use. This Health Sta-
tus Update presents information about knowledge and use of
folic acid supplements by Utah reproductive age women col-
lected on the 1998-2000 Utah Behavioral Risk Factor Surveil-
lance System (BRFSS).

Occurrence of NTDs

Figure 1. Number of infants identified with neural tube defects
per 1,000 live births, Utah 1985 to 1999.
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Source: Utah Birth Defect Network

Folic Acid Use Trends

Figure 2. Percentage of Utah women aged 18-44 who reported
they ever heard of folic acid, knew it prevents birth defects, and
took folic acid supplements daily, 1998-2000.
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 Theidentified occurrence of neurd tubedefectsin Utah de-
creased during the 1990s (see Figure 1).

» Most women had heard of folic acid, but lessthan half of
women knew that folic acid preventsbirth defects. Aware-
nessand knowledge of the preventive benefitsof folic acid
changed littlefrom 1998 to 2000 (see Figure 2).

» Only 40-50% of reproductive age women reported they
weretaking folic acid supplementson adaily basis. That
percentage changed littlefrom 1998 to 2000.

» Womenwith moreeducation weremorelikely to know about
folicacid and itsbenefits, but the percentage who reported
daily useof folic acid didn’t vary much by education (see
Figure3).

» Marriedwomenweremorelikely to report daily useof folic
acid (49% vs. 39%).

Folic Acid Use by Education

Figure 3. Percentage of Utah women aged 18-44 years who
reported they ever heard of folic acid, knew it prevents birth
defects, and took folic acid supplements daily according to
educational attainment, 1998-2000.
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¢ Only about onein four women reported they had heard about
folicacid fromtheir physician, but thosewomen weremore
likely toreport daily folic acid use (57% vs. 46%).

» Womenin Utahweresomewhat morelikely to report avare-
nessof folic acid, knowledge of itsbenefits, and daily folic
acid usethan werewomen in other statessurveyed.

A substantial proportion of Utah women of reproductive age
report daily use of folic acid. Decreasing rates of neural tube
defectsduring the 1990s may be dueto such use. However,
many women still don’t know about the benefitsof folic acid
and many arenot using it daily. TheBirth Defect Network, in
partnership with the Utah Chapter of the March of Dimes, Pri-
mary Children’sMedical Center, and other programsin the



Utah Department of Health, worksto increasefolic acid use
by providing educationd materidsto hedlth careproviders hedth
educators, andlocd hedth departments, paid advertisements, and
by providing freevitaminstowomenthrough theWoman, Infants,
and Children Nuitrition (WIC) Program. Physicians, nurses, and
other hedlth care providerscan play animportant rolein educating
women about thisimportant preventivebehavior.

Folic Acid Use - Utah vs. U.S.

Figure 4. Percentage of women aged 18-44 years who reported
taking vitamins or supplements, knew folic acid prevents birth
defects, and took folic acid supplements daily, Utah compared
V\é!)t/h other surveyed states,1999.
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* other U.S. states include Arizona, Connecticut, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Missouri, New York, North Carolina, North
Dakota, Ohio, South Carolina, Tennessee (and Utah)
Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
FolicAcid

FolicacidisaB vitamin. Therecommended daily amount
needed to prevent birth defectsis 0.4 mg. Somefood has
been supplemented with folic acid, but only afew cereals
provide the needed amount in one serving. Most women
should takefolic acid asavitamin. Folic acid supplementsin
thisamount are safe and may have other health benefitsas
well. All multivitaminscontainat least 0.4mg of folicacid.
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For additional information about thistopic, contact the Utah Birth Defect Network, Utah Department of Health,

44 North Medical Drive, Salt Lake City, Utah 84114, (801) 584-8404, FAX (801) 584-8488, or email:
mfel dkam@doh.state.ut.us; or the Office of Public Health Assessment, Utah Department of Health, P.O. Box
142101, Salt Lake City, Utah 84114-2101, (801) 538-6108, FAX (801) 536-0947 or (801) 538-9346, email:

phdata@doh.state.ut.us.
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