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Increased risk of childhood cancers in children with epileptic mothers taking 
high dosage of folic acid during pregnancy 
Muhammad Waleed Imran, Sanwal Sardar Nawaz, Muhammad Moaz

Epilepsy is a neurologic condition that is characterized by 
disrupted electrical activity in the brain leading to 
seizures. According to WHO’s 2010 Global Burden of 
Disease study, it is the second most common neurological 
condition in terms of burden associated with disability 
adjusted life ratio.1 The prevalence of epilepsy is 
estimated to be 0.6-0.7% among the general population 
with women of reproductive age (15-45 years) being at a 
greater risk for developing the condition as compared to 
men of the same age group.2 

The currently preferred mode of treatment to treat 
epilepsy involves carbamazepine, lamotrigine, 
levetiracetam, oxcarbazepine, phenobarbital, phenytoin, 
topiramate, and valproate. However, use of these anti-
seizure medicines pose a significant teratogenic risk 
resulting in congenital malformations.3 Quite often high 
dosage of Folic acid supplement is prescribed to pregnant 
women to reduce the incidence of neural tube and 
various other birth defects.4 

A study published in 2022 reported high incidence of 
cancer among the children born to mothers who took 

high dosage (> 5mg) Folic acid during pregnancy.5 This 
study concluded that increased folic acid 
supplementation in mothers taking anti-epileptic 
medication resulted in a paradoxical increase in DNA 
damage via DNA methylation and oxidative stress in the 
developing foetus, resulting in an increased risk of 
childhood cancers. Hence, risks and benefits should be 
weighed before prescribing optimal doses of folic acid to 
such patients. 
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