“B” Smart for Your Heart and Pregnancy with Folic Acid and Vitamins B6 and B12

Most people know that an eating pattern moderate in total fat and low in saturated fats combined with physical activity is a great way to help maintain a healthy heart and blood vessels. Now there’s more news that could be important to you and your heart. And if you are a woman of childbearing age, this news is important for your pregnancy. 

Being smart about your heart means working with your doctor and a registered dietitian and learning more about folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12. At least 80 studies from around the world suggest that getting enough folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12 can help maintain a healthy heart and blood vessels--critical in preventing heart attacks and stroke. 

Folic acid, vitamins B6 and B12, and heart disease and pregnancy 

Folic acid (a B-vitamin) and vitamins B6 and B12 are found in many of the foods you probably already eat, including the cereal you have for breakfast. These B-vitamins are nutrients necessary for healthy blood. However, research now suggests that these three nutrients are also positive factors in promoting a healthy heart and blood vessels. In addition, folic acid is important for a healthy pregnancy. 

B vitamins, homocysteine, and heart disease 

Homocysteine is a natural product of the breakdown of protein in the body. A high level of homocysteine in the blood has been associated with increased risk of a number of diseases related to the heart and blood vessels. The combination of these three B vitamins--folic acid, B6 and B12--has been shown to reduce the blood level of homocysteine. Abundant evidence suggests that a lower homocysteine level in the blood is associated with reduced risk for heart disease. 

Folic acid and pregnancy 

There’s more good news about folic acid. If you are a woman in your childbearing years, a healthy eating pattern along with an additional 400 micrograms (100% of the daily value) of folic acid may help reduce the risk of serious birth defects of the spine and brain, known as neural tube defects. Since the benefits of folic acid are only attainable during the very early stages of pregnancy, a diet rich in folic acid is necessary before you plan on getting pregnant. It was this fact that prompted the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to require folic acid to be added to the enriched foods mentioned below. Because many ready-to-eat-cereals are now fully fortified with 100% of the daily value of folic acid, they are a convenient, effective, safe, and inexpensive way to get the recommended amount of folic acid needed each day. In fact, the only sure way for most women to achieve the recommended 400 micrograms of folic acid is to consume a multivitamin or eat a serving of fortified ready-to-eat cereal and other fortified grain-based foods daily. 

It’s easy to get folic acid in the foods you eat! 

In the United States, the leading sources of folic acid are ready-to-eat cereals, enriched breads, fruits, vegetables, citrus juice, and dry beans. In 1998, the FDA required folic acid to be added to enriched grain-based staples such as bread, pasta, and rice. At the same time, the FDA authorized ready-to-eat-cereals to be fully fortified up to 100% (400 micrograms) of the daily value of folic acid--the only food permitted to contain this high level. 

“B” smart with folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12: The final word 

Medical research has shown that folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12 may help promote a healthy heart and blood vessels and a healthy pregnancy. You can find these three nutrients in tasty and convenient foods, such as ready-to-eat cereals, and folic acid in most enriched breads, pasta, and rice, and fruits and vegetables. Be sure to check the Nutrition Facts panel to learn how many “Bs” are in the food products you eat. 

Convenient Sources of Folic Acid and Vitamins B6 and B12 

	 
	Folic Acid
	Vitamin B6 
	Vitamin B12

	Select ready-to-eat cereals*: 1 cup 
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	Orange juice, ready-to-drink: 1 cup
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	Asparagus, cooked: 6 spears
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	1 baked potato with skin
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	Spinach, raw: 1 cup
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	4 ounces lean hamburger 
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	Enriched bread: 2 slices
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= 100% of the daily value in one serving 
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= 26-75% of the daily value in one serving 
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= 10-25% of the daily value in one serving 

* Many of the ready-to-eat cereals you enjoy are enriched with 100% of the daily value for folic acid and vitamins B6 and B12. Be sure to check the box for “100% Daily Value Folic Acid, B6 and B12”. 

