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Abstract

Background: Folates are essential cofactors in metabolic pathways that facilitate biological methylation and nucleotide

synthesis, and therefore have widespread effects on health and diseases. Although obesity is prevalent worldwide, few

studies have investigated how obesity interacts with folate status.

Objective: Based on data from the NHANES, this study aims to examine the association between body mass index (BMI)

and obesity-related metabolic factors with blood folate status.

Methods: A nationally representative sample of 3767 adults from the NHANES (2003–2006) was used as the study

population. Regression analyses, with and without adjustment for demographic factors and dietary intakes, were

performed to examine associations between BMI and metabolic factors with serum and RBC folate.

Results: The results indicate serum folate concentrations were lower in obese groups compared to the desirable BMI and

overweight categories, paralleling lower intakes in this group. In contrast, RBC folate increased incrementally with BMI.

Regression analyses demonstrated an inverse relation between BMI and serum folate but a positive relation for RBC folate

(P < 0.01). Waist circumference, serum triglycerides, and fasting plasma glucose each displayed significant positive

relations with RBC folate (P < 0.01), although relations with serum folate were not significant and consistent.

Conclusions: In summary, obesity is associated with decreased serum folate, which parallels decreased folate intakes. In

contrast, obesity is positively associatedwith RBC folate. Therefore, RBC folate, in addition to serum folate, should also be

considered as a critical biomarker for folate status, especially in the obese population. Future research is needed to

understand how obesity differentially alters serum and RBC folate status because they are associated with a variety of

medical complications. J Nutr 2015;145:79–86.
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Introduction

Folate metabolism plays a critical role in diverse metabolic
pathways, including biological methylation and nucleotide syn-

thesis, and thereby inadequacies of the vitamin are linked to a
variety of disease states (1–5). It is important, therefore, to
identify and define factors in the general population that effect the
body�s ability to sustain adequate folate status.

The classical manifestations of folate deficiency remain public
health issues primarily in countries without folic acid fortification
(6). Although the prevalence of folate deficiency (serum folate
<10 nmol/L) was greatly reduced in the United States by the
introduction of mandatory folic acid fortification in enriched grain
products in 1998 (7), certain environmental and endogenous
factors may interfere with the ability to sustain suitable folate
status. For instance, both chronic alcoholism and tobacco smoking
have been shown to interfere with folate metabolism in ways that
lead to higher rates of folate deficiency (8–10). Similarly, individ-
uals homozygous for the common C677T polymorphism in the
gene encoding for the methylenetetrahydrofolate reductase
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enzyme demonstrate lower RBC folate concentrations and are
more vulnerable to elevated homocysteine concentrations (11).

Overweight and obesity have reached epidemic proportions
in the United States (12, 13) and are important contributors
to morbidity and mortality globally, both in developed and
developing countries (14). Excess adiposity may have profound
consequences for how one-carbon nutrients are metabolized. In
mice, a high-fat diet that produced abdominal obesity resulted in
lower concentrations of liver S-adenosylhomocysteine, an inter-
mediate in one-carbon metabolism (15). Dahlhoff et al. (16)
found a down-regulation of the trans-sulfuration pathway by
diet-induced obesity and an increased variability in homocyste-
ine concentrations in obese mice. Others found that obesity was
associated with marked alterations of key metabolites and
enzymes in hepatic one-carbon metabolism and related path-
ways (17). However, to date there is little epidemiologic research
that has examined whether these mechanistic observations in
animals have any relevance to the effects of obesity on folate
status in humans. Recently, Bradbury et al. (18) reported a 1%
decrease in serum folate concentration associated with every
increase of 1 unit in BMI. Serum folate concentrations were also
lower in subjects with higher waist circumferences and higher
BMI in a study conducted in China; the authors speculated that
this might be related to liver dysfunction (19).

In this study, we sought to define the relation between
human obesity and folate status in a more incisive fashion than
the prior studies in humans, and we chose to do so in a
nationally representative database: the NHANES data from
2003–2006.

Methods

Study population. TheNHANES is a nationally representative sample of

the general noninstitutionalized population living in the United States.

Health and nutritional status have beenmonitored via an intensive series of
interviews, examinations, and laboratory measurements on a continuous

basis since 1999. A unique feature of this survey is that the sampling

approaches, interviews, and examination methods are standardized across

the studied population. The description of basic sample design and exact
methods have been described elsewhere (20). The data for this analysis

come from 2 cycles of the surveys, 2003–2004 and 2005–2006 (21, 22). To

exclude potentially confounding effects, children and adolescents were
excluded, and only adults aged $19 y were examined. Pregnant women

were also excluded from the dataset because BMI is not an accurate metric

of obesity during pregnancy, and the metabolism of pregnant women is

altered compared to the nonpregnant state. Dixon�s Q test using a Q level
of 0.1 was used to identify outliers in the vitamin status variables; values

identified were marked as missing (23). From the total 2003–2006 dataset

of 20,470 subjects, 6708 subjects were included in the fasting subsample.

A total of 2341 pregnant women, children, and adolescents aged <19 y
were excluded, as were 538 adults who were included in the fasting dataset

because of their diabetic status but were nonfasting. Furthermore, because

wewere interested primarily in the effect of obesity compared with healthy
weight individuals, 62 underweight adult subjects were excluded. These

subjects are most likely underweight because of various medical compli-

cations, serious illness, abnormal metabolism, extreme dieting, etc. A total

of 3767 adults were therefore included in the final dataset for analysis.

Serum and RBC folate status. Serum and RBC folate concentrations

in the NHANES were measured with the Bio-Rad radioassay before

2006 and with the microbiologic assay using Lactobacillus rhamnosus
(formerly known as Lactobacillus casei) for the period after 2006 (7).
The data from the present study were all derived from 2003–2006 during

which the data were entirely generated by Bio-Rad radioassay. There-

fore, by choosing data from 2003–2006, we eliminated any concerns

about mixing data from 2 different assay methods.

Dietary intake data for riboflavin (mg), folate [dietary folate

equivalent (DFE)], and vitamins B-6 (mg) and B-12 (mg) that were

used for adjustment in the dietary and full models to determine the
impact of obesity on serum and RBC folate status were based on the

mean of 2 dietary recall days to determine the usual intake. The data

reflects vitamin intakes from the diet (including fortified foods) but not

dietary supplements. Because subjects with a higher BMI are likely to
have greater absolute intakes of nutrients, vitamin intakes were adjusted

to a standard 2000-kcal diet. In instances where only 1 day�s worth of

data were available, a single determination was used.

Demographic variables. Demographic data, including age, gender,

race/ethnicity, and poverty-income ratio (as a measure of socioeconomic
status) were derived from the demographics dataset. Dietary supplement

usage was provided by self-report in the 30-d dietary supplement use

dataset. Alcohol use was calculated from reported alcoholic intakes by
averaging alcohol intakes from the two 24-h dietary recalls in the dietary

data, then categorized in the following groups: none, <1 drink/d, 1 to

<2 drinks/d, and $2 drinks/d (24). One drink was equivalent to 14-g

ethanol, as is standard in the United States. Serum cotinine concentra-
tions in the laboratory dataset were used to classify smoking status:

subjects were defined as nonsmokers if concentrations were <1 ng/dL,

light smokers or heavy-passive smokers if concentrations were 1–10 ng/dL,

and heavy smokers if serum cotinine concentrations were >10 ng/dL (25).

Metabolic characteristics. Measured (not self-reported) BMI was
obtained from data in the examination dataset. Many overweight and

obese individuals exhibit metabolic abnormalities, although some do not

(26). Therefore, in addition to BMI, we also selected several additional

metabolic factors (waist circumference, fasting plasma glucose, and TG
concentrations) from the International Diabetes Federation (27) that

might enable us to understand the relations between obesity, metabolic

factors, and biomarkers of folate status. Waist circumference was
obtained from data in the examination dataset. Fasting plasma glucose

and TG concentrations were obtained from the laboratory dataset. The

methods are described in more detail in the NHANES analytic notes

(21, 22).
The method for TG analysis is based on a series of coupled reactions

that hydrolyze TGs to glycerol with use of Hitachi 717 or Hitachi 912

(Roche Diagnostics). Fasting plasma glucose concentration used the

hexokinase method, and the method for glucose determination changed
between 2003 and 2004 (Roche Cobas Mira; Roche Diagnostics) and

2005 and 2006 (Roche/Hitachi 911; Roche Diagnostics); however, the

difference between the samples was <2%, and therefore, no correction
factor was applied. Because the continuous variables of vitamin status,

BMI, TGs, and fasting plasma glucose were skewed, they were log-

transformed to approximate a normal distribution for the linear

regression analyses.

Statistical methods. Statistical analyses were performed with use of
SAS version 9.3 (SAS Institute). Procedures SURVEYMEANS, SURVEY-

FREQ, CORR, and SURVEYREG were employed to calculate means,

Rao-Scott chi-square tests, Pearson correlation coefficients, proportions,
and to perform multiple linear regressions with use of the strata and

cluster variables provided by the CDC within the dataset. The fasting

sample weight, recalculated to reflect 4 years�worth of data, were used to

reweight the results to be representative of the U.S. population.
For the regression analyses, potential confounding variables were

divided into 2 blocks, similar to the method described by Sternberg et al.

(24), containing respectively demographic factors and dietary vitamin

intakes. Analysis of dietary vitamin intakes that appear in the tables and
figures are all adjusted for energy intake because this is the convention (28),

but we also performed sensitivity analyses with total dietary folate intake

without adjustment for energy intakes. Because the SURVEYREG proce-
dure does not have an appropriate model selection method, all factors were

kept in the full model. Higher-order interactions were not included in the

model. P values < 0.05 were considered significant. In addition to reporting

b-coefficients and significance levels, both the outcome and predictor are
log-transformed back, and the b-coefficients are explained as a percentage

change in the predictor associatedwith a percentage change in the outcome.
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Results

Demographic characteristics according to BMI category.
A total of 3767 adults were included in the final dataset. Age,
gender, and race/ethnicity categories are nationally representative.
Alcohol use is likely to be an underestimate of normal drinking
habits because a proportion of occasional drinkers would be
classified as nondrinkers if, by chance, they did not consume
alcohol on the two 24-h dietary recall days. Table 1 describes the
demographic data based on BMI categories. Although the
prevalence of overweight and obesity was similar between women
and men (66% vs. 69%), the proportion of obesity was 7%
higher in women than men (37% vs. 30%). The older population
($51 y of age) was more likely to be overweight and obese (73%
compared with 63% for subjects 19–50 y of age). The proportion
of obesity was higher for the non-Hispanic black population
(43%) compared with the non-Hispanic white (30%) and
Mexican American (33%) populations. Incidence of overweight
and obesity was lower in the heavy smoking group (61%)
compared to the light and nonsmoking groups (70%). Obese
individuals (BMI $30) were less likely to use dietary vitamin
supplements and less likely to drink alcohol compared with the

combination of underweight, normal weight, and overweight
groups. In the population using dietary supplements, obese
individuals only accounted for 29.6% compared with 36.2% in
the population not using supplements. In the population that
never drank alcohol, obese individuals accounted for as much as
41.9% compared with only 21.6% to ;27.9% in populations
that drank alcohol.

Serum and RBC folate status among the 4 BMI categories.
Figure 1 describes how serum and RBC folate concentrations and
folate intakes differ between BMI categories. Although the mean
serum folate concentrations between normal weight and over-
weight groups are similar, serum folate concentrations decrease as
BMI category increases from normal weight to obese. This
relation is similar to the relation between BMI and the energy-
adjusted dietary folate intake (mg DFE/2000 kcal, Figure 1A), or
unadjusted total folate intake (mg DFE/d, data shown in Table 2).
Correlation analysis indicated a statistically significant associa-
tion between serum folate and folate intakes (P < 0.05) for both
energy-adjusted dietary folate intake and unadjusted total folate
intake, indicating serum folate is parallel with folate intakes. In
contrast, regardless of a decrease in serum folate and folate
intake, RBC folate increases continuously throughout the BMI
categories (Figure 1B). The actual values of folate intakes, serum,
and RBC folate are shown in Table 2.

Association between BMI and folate status. The results of
the linear regression analyses between BMI and serum and RBC
folate are displayed in Table 3. The regression analysis indicates an
inverse relation between serum folate and BMI (P < 0.05) regardless
of the adjustment for demographic variables, vitamin intakes, or
both (crude model, model I, II, and III). Therefore, we demonstrate
that serum folate is inversely associated with BMI among normal,
overweight, and obese populations. In contrast, RBC folate has a
significant (P < 0.01) and positive relation with BMI across all
models (Table 3). Stratified results regarding the relations between
BMI and blood folate status are shown in the online supplemental
materials (Supplemental Table 1). Total dietary folate intake
without adjustment for calorie intake was also calculated, and
the values across the 3 BMI categories are presented in Table 2.
Analysis using total dietary folate intakes without adjustment for
energy intake did not change the associations between BMI and
measures of folate status (data not shown).

Associations between metabolic factors and folate status.
The results of the regression analyses between metabolic factors
and serum and RBC folate are shown in Table 4 (without
adjustment for demographic factors and dietary vitamin intakes),
and the data for adjusted models are shown in Supplemental
Tables 2–4. The associations between waist circumference and
serum and RBC folate agree closely with the relations that were
observed with BMI. Thus, both BMI and waist circumference are
predictors of systemic metrics of folate status. The relations
between serum TGs and fasting plasma glucose and folate status
were not significant for serum folate (P > 0.05), but a positive
association was clear (P < 0.01) for RBC folate and higher
concentrations of TGs and fasting plasma glucose (Table 4).
Adjustment for demographic factors (model I), dietary vitamin
intakes (model II), or their combination (model III) did not
significantly alter the association patterns (Supplemental Tables 2–
4). Thus, RBC folate is positively correlated with BMI, waist
circumference, TGs, and fasting plasma glucose, but there is a
significant inverse relation between serum folate only with the 2
direct measures of obesity, BMI, and waist circumference.

TABLE 1 Demographic variables by BMI category, NHANES
2003–20061

BMI (kg/m2)

18.5 to ,25 25 to ,30 30–50 P2

Total 1141 (32.3) 1268 (33.3) 1236 (32.7) ,0.001

Gender ,0.001

Female 566 (36.7) 515 (28.6) 662 (34.8)

Male 575 (28.9) 753 (39.3) 574 (31.7)

Age, y ,0.001

19–50 727 (36.1) 677 (32.7) 644 (31.1)

$51 414 (27.3) 591 (35.9) 592 (36.8)

Race/ethnicity ,0.001

Non-Hispanic white 616 (33.7) 645 (34.3) 566 (32.0)

Non-Hispanic black 215 (24.2) 230 (29.0) 347 (46.8)

Mexican American 194 (25.5) 306 (40.6) 256 (33.9)

Other Hispanic 35 (30.7) 43 (37.2) 33 (32.1)

Other race 81 (50.5) 44 (27.1) 34 (22.4)

Family Poverty Index ratio 0.022

Low ,1.85 473 (36.0) 445 (29.2) 484 (34.8)

Medium 1.85–3.49 265 (30.5) 341 (33.8) 339 (35.7)

High $3.5 340 (31.9) 417 (36.9) 354 (31.3)

Smoking status ,0.001

Nonsmoker 690 (30.0) 891 (35.7) 842 (34.3)

Light smoker 60 (27.9) 68 (37.3) 67 (34.8)

Heavy smoker 375 (39.5) 302 (29.8) 317 (30.7)

Dietary supplement user ,0.001

Yes (last 30 d) 568 (34.1) 672 (35.8) 560 (30.1)

No 571 (31.3) 596 (31.7) 674 (37.0)

Alcohol use3 ,0.001

None 304 (23.9) 445 (33.5) 555 (42.6)

,1 drink/d 369 (37.3) 396 (34.3) 316 (28.4)

1 to ,2 drinks/d 78 (39.3) 82 (34.9) 66 (25.8)

$2 drinks/d 70 (41.8) 68 (36.1) 44 (22.1)

1 Values are n (%) and crude counts; percentiles are weighted to the U.S. population

using fasting mobile examination center subsample weights. Totals do not necessarily

equal the total study population size of 3767 because of missing values, which may

differ for each measurement.
2 P values are from the Rao-Scott chi-square test.
3 1 drink = 14 g ethanol.
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When the relations between BMI, waist circumference, serum
TG, fasting plasma glucose, and blood folate status were stratified
by age, the results show that both BMI and waist circumference
have a statistically significant inverse association with serum folate
and a positive association with RBC folate for young and middle-
aged adults (19–50 y of age, P < 0.001), but not for older adults
($51 y of age, P > 0.05) (Table 5). When the data were stratified
by gender, it is noteworthy that the associations between BMI,
waist circumference, and serum folate concentration lose signif-
icance in men (P > 0.05), whereas the positive relations with RBC
folate remained significant (P < 0.01) (Table 5). For women, the

significant relations remained for both serum and RBC folate. This
observation recapitulates that RBC folate is a critical biomarker
for folate status in obese individuals. The stratified data for TG
and fasting plasma glucose, adjusted for demographic factors and/
or dietary vitamin intakes, also show a significant pattern for RBC
folate but not for serum folate (Supplemental Tables 3 and 4). For
instance, a significant relation between TG concentration and
RBC folate was found for all models with and without adjustment
for demographic factors and dietary vitamin intakes, as well as for
all subgroups of age and gender (P < 0.05), but only a few
significant relations with serum folate were observed, and there

FIGURE 1 Dietary folate intake and

serum and RBC folate according to

BMI categories (normal weight, over-

weight, and obese) among U.S. adults

.19 y of age in the NHANES 2003–

2006. (A) Serum folate is associated

with folate intake and both decrease

as BMI increases from the healthy

weight group to the obese group; (B)

RBC folate increases as BMI in-

creases from the healthy weight

group to the obese group. Values are

means 6 SEs. DFE, dietary folate

equivalent.

TABLE 2 Dietary folate intakes (total and calorie-adjusted), serum, and RBC folate across BMI
categories among U.S. adults aged .19 y, NHANES 2003–20061

Variable (unit)
Normal weight

(18.5 # BMI , 25)
Overweight

(25 # BMI , 30)
Obese

(30 # BMI # 50) P-trend2

n 1141 1268 1236 —

BMI 22.5 6 0.06 27.4 6 0.04 35.0 6 0.13 ,0.001

Total folate intake, mg DFE/d 559 6 12.7 557 6 14.5 517 6 10.5 ,0.001

Total folate intake, mg DFE/2000 kcal 533 6 11.1 526 6 12.8 505 6 10.6 0.024

Serum folate, mg/L 13.1 6 0.23 13.3 6 0.33 12.4 6 0.36 0.002

RBC folate, mg/L RBC 278 6 4.0 290 6 4.4 294 6 3.8 ,0.001

1 Values are means 6 SDs. DFE, dietary folate equivalent.
2 P-trend values for folate intakes (total or calorie-adjusted), serum, and RBC folate are derived from the 2-sided t value between BMI and

each factor.
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were no trends with some positive and some inverse relations
(Supplemental Table 3).

Considering the higher prevalence of overweight and obesity
in Mexican Americans and the non-Hispanic black population
compared with the non-Hispanic white population (Table 1),
and neural tube defect rate disparities among different race/
ethnicities, we tested whether race/ethnicity contributes to the
associations between BMI and serum and RBC folate concen-
trations. The stratified analysis shows that the paradoxic effects
exist in non-Hispanic whites (P < 0.05), RBC folate is signifi-
cantly associated with BMI in non-Hispanic blacks, and
nonsignificant trends in the same direction are seen for Mexican
Americans and other Hispanics for which the sample size was
considerably smaller (Supplemental Table 1).

Discussion

We have demonstrated—within the context of a large, nationally
representative dataset—that BMI values exceeding the desirable
range are positively associated with RBC folate concentrations,
but inversely associated with serum folate concentrations. These
associations remained robust even after adjusting for demographic
confounding factors (model I), dietary one-carbon vitamin intakes
(riboflavin, B-6, B-12, and folate;model II), or in combination (model
III). These associations are only significant for adults aged 19–50 y,
indicating aging is an effect modifier for these relations.

One of the most interesting observations of this study is the

pronounced discrepancy in the relations between BMI and the 2

metrics of systemic folate status and serum and RBC folate. An

inverse association between serum folate and BMI has been

documented in several previous studies (29–32). For instance, in

a feeding study of postmenopausal women, increased BMI,

percentage body fat, and absolute amounts of central and

peripheral fat were all significantly associated with decreased

serum folate with 12% for overweight and 22% for obese

individuals (31). Similarly, 3 studies based on NHANES data

reported inverse associations between BMI and serum folate in

premenopausal women or women of childbearing age (29, 30,

32). However, to our knowledge, studies looking into the

relation to RBC folate are very limited. One study, which

primarily investigated how obesity affects short-term folate

pharmacokinetics, observed that RBC folate was higher in the

obese group at baseline compared with the nonobese group, but

this observation was based on only 32 women of childbearing

age (33). Another study reported higher RBC folate concentra-

tions in obese women of childbearing age, but the relation was

limited to obese nonpregnant women without folic acid supple-

ment use. Moreover, an incremental increase of RBC folate with

BMI was not shown for this specific population; although high

RBC folate was shown in the obese nonpregnant women, the
overweight individuals, instead of having a high RBC folate
concentration as we found, had a low concentration of RBC folate

TABLE 3 The relation between BMI and blood folate status in U.S. adults aged $19 y, NHANES 2003–
2006

Crude model1 Model I2 Model II3 Model III4

Serum folate b-coefficient5 20.161 6 0.047 20.193 6 0.061 20.134 6 0.048 20.159 6 0.060

% Change with 50% change in BMI6 26.31 27.49 25.63 26.24

P 0.002 0.004 0.009 0.013

RBC folate b-coefficient5 0.152 6 0.031 0.157 6 0.041 0.170 6 0.032 0.179 6 0.039

% Change with 50% change in BMI6 6.36 6.57 7.14 7.53

P ,0.001 ,0.001 ,0.001 ,0.001

1 Crude model: Without adjustment.
2 Model I: Adjusted for demographic factors: age (continuous), gender (M/F), ethnicity (non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, Mexican

American, other Hispanic, other, and mixed race), alcohol use (based on two 24-h dietary recall days: none,,1 drink/d, 1 to,2 drinks/d,$2

drinks/d), family poverty-income ratio (,1.85, 1.85–3.5, .3.5), use of dietary supplements (last month: yes/no), and smoking (serum

cotinine indicating: nonsmoker, light smoker, heavy smoker).
3 Model II: Adjusted for intakes of riboflavin, folate, and vitamins B-6 and B-12; continuous data, all adjusted to a 2000-kcal diet and log-

transformed.
4 Model III: Adjusted for both demographic factors and vitamin intakes per models I and II.
5 Values are regression b-coefficients 6 SEs, based on the whole studied population (n = 3767).
6 Values are percentage changes of serum or RBC folate in association with a 50% BMI change, e.g., from BMI = 20 (normal) to BMI = 30

(obese).

TABLE 4 The relation between metabolic syndrome factors and blood folate status in U.S. adults aged
$19 y, NHANES 2003–2006

Metabolic syndrome factors

Waist circumference, cm Serum TGs, mg/dL Fasting plasma glucose, mg/dL

Serum folate b-coefficient1 20.150 6 0.067 0.011 6 0.021 0.069 6 0.044

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 26.27 0.45 2.84

P 0.032 0.61 0.13

RBC folate b-coefficient1 0.252 6 0.043 0.097 6 0.015 0.169 6 0.049

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 10.8 4.01 7.09

P ,0.001 ,0.001 0.002

1 Values are regression b-coefficients 6 SEs from regression model without adjustment, based on the whole studied population (n = 3767).
2 Values are percentage changes of serum or RBC folate in association with a 50% change in metabolic syndrome factors.
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compared with individuals of normal weight (32). In the present
study, we examined the association between BMI and RBC folate
in a large dataset for the general U.S. adult population, including
both genders. In doing so, we demonstrated a clear, incremental,
and positive association between BMI and RBC folate in this
cohort, which is representative of the general population.

It is noteworthy that the association between BMI and RBC
folate was considerably more robust than that for serum folate.
Based on the crude model, in men, there are no significant
associations between serum folate and BMI norwith themetabolic
factors that were investigated (waist circumference, fasting serum
TGs, and glucose), but in both men and women significantly
positive associations are consistently present for RBC folate and
BMI as well as those metabolic determinants. In particular, the
serum TG concentration is associated with RBC folate, but not
with serum folate (Supplemental Table 3). It is feasible that this
observation may partly explain the inconsistent results of epide-
miologic studies that have examined the association between
folate and cancer with use of serum folate as a biomarker (34).
Our analyses demonstrated that the associations between serum
and RBC folate with obesity are different. Given the high prevalence
of obesity, it will be important in future studies to determine
how these 2 metrics accurately reflect intracellular folate status
in tissues of interest. Indeed, because it is well known that
folate status can differ widely between tissues (35), it is also
feasible that obesity has different effects on intracellular folate
metabolism in different tissues.

The understanding of the mechanism underlying these para-
doxic effects of overweight and obesity on folate metabolism is
limited. The low serum folate status associated with obesity may
be due to a volumetric dilution of the blood in obese individuals
and/or low folate intake in the obese population, as observed in
this study. Another explanation may be that adiposity influences
folate uptake by the intestinal epithelium: 2 studies indicate that
obesity affects short-term folate pharmacokinetics with dimin-

ished uptake of orally administered folic acid (33, 36). In contrast,
in obesity, low serum folate may stimulate folate uptake by red
blood cells. In an animal model, dietary folate deficiency was
demonstrated to lead to an increase in mRNA and protein
concentrations of folate carriers, an increase in the activity of
folate hydrolase, and thereby, a marked up-regulation in intestinal
folate uptake, suggesting the possible involvement of a transcrip-
tional regulatory mechanism (37). Another study on colon-
derived Caco-2 cells demonstrated that folate deficiency leads to a
significant up-regulation in folate uptake that is accompanied by a
parallel increase in reduced folate carrier protein and mRNA
concentrations (38). The up-regulation of transepithelial trans-
port of folic acid in intestinal epithelial cells during folate
deficiency provides a possible and speculative mechanism for
obtaining higher cellular folate concentrations in RBCs when
serum folate concentration is low in the obese condition.
Considering the higher prevalence of overweight and obesity in
Mexican Americans and non-Hispanic black individuals com-
pared with non-Hispanic white individuals (Table 1), and neural
tube defect rate disparities among different races/ethnicities (39),
we tested whether race/ethnicity contributes to the differential
associations between BMI and serum and RBC folate concentra-
tions. The stratified analysis shows that the paradoxic effects exist
in non-Hispanic white individuals and non-Hispanic black
individuals. Mexican Americans did not show significant associ-
ations, but this was mainly due to a large variation within this
group (Supplemental Table 1). Thus race/ethnicity is not a factor
responsible for the paradoxic associations: a negative association
between serum folate and BMI, but a positive association between
RBC folate and BMI.

Another interesting observation is that associations between
obesity and serum and RBC folate were only evident in younger
adults aged 19–50 y but not in those$51 y of age. Because folate
status has been linked to the risk of many cancers, including
those of the breast (40–42), this age-related phenomenon may

TABLE 5 The relation between BMI, waist circumference, and blood folate status in U.S. adults aged $19 y,
stratified by age and gender, NHANES 2003–2006

Factors

Blood status

Serum folate RBC folate

BMI, kg/m2 Waist circumference, cm BMI, kg/m2 Waist circumference, cm

Age

19–50 y (n = 2094)

b-coefficient1 20.246 6 0.059 20.356 6 0.080 0.135 6 0.039 0.167 6 0.044

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 210.5 215.5 5.63 7.01

P ,0.001 ,0.001 0.002 0.002

$51 y (n = 1613)

b-coefficient1 20.127 6 0.095 20.228 6 0.119 0.095 6 0.070 0.108 6 0.105

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 25.28 29.69 3.93 4.48

P 0.19 0.06 0.19 0.31

Gender

Females (n = 1779)

b-coefficient1 20.213 6 0.058 20.217 6 0.085 0.146 6 0.042 0.245 6 0.066

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 29.02 29.20 6.10 10.4

P ,0.001 0.016 0.003 ,0.001

Males (n = 1928)

b-coefficient1 20.084 6 0.072 0.104 6 0.097 0.162 6 0.053 0.381 6 0.059

% Change with 50% change in BMI2 23.46 4.31 6.79 16.7

P 0.25 0.29 0.004 ,0.001

1 Values are regression b-coefficients 6 SEs from regression model without adjustment.
2 Values are percentage changes of serum or RBC folate in association with a 50% change in metabolic syndrome factors.
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help partially explain why obesity appears to protect against
premenopausal breast cancer but enhances the risk of postmen-
opausal breast cancer (43–45), and the latter may be explained
by other mechanisms (46). Nevertheless, this is just a speculative
explanation, but it warrants further investigation.

The opposite associations between BMI, waist circumfer-
ence, and metabolic determinants with serum and RBC folate
are important observations for several reasons. First, obesity is
associated with numerous epigenetic changes (47). Folates are
essential enzymatic cofactors in one-carbon metabolic pathways
that are required for the provision of one-carbon moieties for
epigenetic processes (48). This discovery provides a potential
mechanism whereby obesity mediates changes in epigenetic
markers. Second, serum folate is generally used in epidemiologic
studies to define the association of folate status with diseases,
giving inconsistent results (49, 50). The observation in this study
that RBC folate is higher in obese individuals even though they
have low serum folate concentrations and folate intake raises the
question of whether serum folate is a suitable biomarker of
folate status in obese individuals when we examine the associ-
ations between folate status and disease.

Although the results of this study are from a large, well-
defined, and nationally representative dataset of U.S. adults, they
are cross-sectional and represent measurements taken at a single
point in time; therefore, we are not able to assess the temporality
of the association. Another limitation is that the cross-sectional
nature of the NHANES does not allow an examination of causal
relations, and further longitudinal and clinical studies are needed
to verify the findings. Thus, the underlying physiologic mecha-
nisms responsible for the relations that we describe here cannot be
delineated by our study but certainly are deserving of further
research that could reveal these mechanisms.

Overweight and obesity have reached epidemic levels; even
taking into consideration the recent leveling off in the trend,
it is predicted that there will be a 33% increase in obesity
prevalence and a 130% increase in severe obesity over the next
2 decades (13, 51). By using the nationally representative
NHANES dataset, this study demonstrated a significant asso-
ciation between obesity and indicators of systemic folate status,
particularly the unexpected and paradoxic associations between
BMI and serum and RBC folate. Folates are critical nutrients
that are linked to a variety of disease states. Future research is
needed to understand how obesity differentially alters serum and
RBC folate status. Investigations into folate metabolism in the
obese population should continue to be extremely important for
public health.

Acknowledgments
JKB and ZL developed the project conception and overall
research plan; JKB conducted the statistical analyses; JKB and
ZL wrote the manuscript with input from AGR, S-WC, FD, and
JBM; and ZL had primary responsibility for the final content.
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

References

1. Bailey LB, Gregory JF 3rd. Folate metabolism and requirements. J Nutr
1999;129:779–82.

2. Copp AJ, Stanier P, Greene ND. Neural tube defects: recent advances,
unsolved questions, and controversies. Lancet Neurol 2013;12:
799–810.

3. Kennedy DA, Stern SJ, Moretti M, Matok I, Sarkar M, Nickel C, Koren G.
Folate intake and the risk of colorectal cancer: a systematic review and
meta-analysis. Cancer Epidemiol. 2011;35:2–10.

4. Cole BF, Baron JA, Sandler RS, Haile RW, Ahnen DJ, Bresalier RS,
McKeown-Eyssen G, Summers RW, Rothstein RI, Beck GJ, et al. Folic
acid for the prevention of colorectal adenomas: a randomized clinical
trial. JAMA 2007;297:2351–9.

5. Djukic A. Folate-responsive neurologic diseases. Pediatr Neurol 2007;
37:387–97.

6. Al-Tahan J, Gonzalez-Gross M, Pietrzik K. B-vitamin status and intake
in European adolescents. A review of the literature. Nutr Hosp 2006;21:
452–65.

7. Pfeiffer CM, Hughes JP, Lacher DA, Bailey RL, Berry RJ, Zhang M,
Yetley EA, Rader JI, Sempos CT, Johnson CL. Estimation of trends in
serum and RBC folate in the U.S. population from pre- to postforti-
fication using assay-adjusted data from the NHANES 1988–2010.
J Nutr 2012;142:886–93.

8. Halsted CH, Medici V. Vitamin-dependent methionine metabolism and
alcoholic liver disease. Adv Nutr 2011;2:421–7.

9. Vardavas CI, Linardakis MK, Hatzis CM, Malliaraki N, Saris WH,
Kafatos AG. Smoking status in relation to serum folate and dietary
vitamin intake. Tob Induc Dis 2008;4:8.

10. Mannino DM, Mulinare J, Ford ES, Schwartz J. Tobacco smoke
exposure and decreased serum and red blood cell folate levels: data from
the Third National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey. Nicotine
Tob Res 2003;5:357–62.

11. Molloy AM, Daly S, Mills JL, Kirke PN, Whitehead AS, Ramsbottom
D, Conley MR, Weir DG, Scott JM. Thermolabile variant of 5,10-
methylenetetrahydrofolate reductase associated with low red-cell fo-
lates: implications for folate intake recommendations. Lancet 1997;349:
1591–3.

12. Ogden CL, Carroll MD, Curtin LR, McDowell MA, Tabak CJ, Flegal
KM. Prevalence of overweight and obesity in the United States, 1999–
2004. JAMA 2006;295:1549–55.

13. Flegal KM, Carroll MD, Ogden CL, Curtin LR. Prevalence and trends
in obesity among US adults, 1999–2008. JAMA 2010;303:235–41.

14. Consultation WHO. Obesity: preventing and managing the global
epidemic. World Health Organ Tech Rep Ser 2000;894:16–37.

15. Glier MB, Sulistyoningrum DC, Ghosh S, Devlin AM. Hepatic one carbon
metabolism in diet-induced obesity. FASEB J 2010;24:228.3 (abstr).

16. Dahlhoff C, Desmarchelier C, Sailer M, Furst RW, Haag A, Ulbrich SE,
Hummel B, Obeid R, Geisel J, Bader BL, et al. Hepatic methionine
homeostasis is conserved in C57BL/6N mice on high-fat diet despite
major changes in hepatic one-carbon metabolism. PLoS ONE 2013;
8:e57387.

17. Rubio-Aliaga I, Roos B, Sailer M, McLoughlin GA, Boekschoten MV,
van Erk M, Bachmair EM, van Schothorst EM, Keijer J, Coort SL, et al.
Alterations in hepatic one-carbon metabolism and related pathways
following a high-fat dietary intervention. Physiol Genomics 2011;43:
408–16.

18. Bradbury KE, Williams SM, Mann JI, Brown RC, Parnell W, Skeaff
CM. Estimation of serum and erythrocyte folate concentrations in the
New Zealand adult population within a background of voluntary folic
acid fortification. J Nutr 2014;144:68–74.

19. Zhang Y, Qin XH, Li JP, Cui YM, Liu ZY, Zhao ZG, Ge JB, Guan DM,
Hu J, Wang YN, et al. Factors underlying the association of body mass
index with serum ALT in Chinese hypertensive adults without known
hepatic diseases. J Zhejiang Univ Sci B 2013;14:743–8.

20. Johnson CL, Paulose-Ram R, Ogden CL, Carroll MD, Kruszon-Moran
D, Dohrmann SM, Curtin LR. National Health and Nutrition Exam-
ination Survey: analytic guidelines, 1999–2010. Vital Health Stat 2 2013;
161:1–24.

21. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). National Center for
Health Statistics (NCHS). National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey Data, 2003–2004 [cited 2013 Aug 23]. Available from: http://
wwwn.cdc.gov/nchs/nhanes/search/nhanes03_04.aspx.

22. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). National Center for
Health Statistics (NCHS). National Health and Nutrition Examination
Survey Data, 2005–2006 [cited 2013 Aug 23]. Available from: http://
wwwn.cdc.gov/nchs/nhanes/search/nhanes05_06.aspx.

23. Horn PS, Feng L, Li Y, Pesce AJ. Effect of outliers and nonhealthy
individuals on reference interval estimation. Clin Chem 2001;47:
2137–45.

24. Sternberg MR, Schleicher RL, Pfeiffer CM. Regression modeling plan
for 29 biochemical indicators of diet and nutrition measured in
NHANES 2003–2006. J Nutr 2013;143:948S–56S.

Obesity and folate metabolism 85

 at S
hanghai Inform

ation C
enter for Life S

ciences, C
A

S
 on O

ctober 10, 2017
jn.nutrition.org

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jn.nutrition.org/


25. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). National Bio-

monitoring Program. Biomonitoring Summary: Cotinine; 2013 [cited

2013 August 24]. Available from: http://www.cdc.gov/biomonitoring/

cotinine_biomonitoringSummary.html.

26. Karelis AD. Metabolically healthy but obese individuals. Lancet 2008;

372:1281–3.

27. International Diabetes Federation. The IDF consensus worldwide

definition of the metabolic syndrome. Brussels (Belgium): IDF Commu-

nications; 2006.

28. Willett W, editor. Nutritional epidemiology. 3rd ed. New York: Oxford

University Press; 2012.

29. Kimmons JE, Blanck HM, Tohill BC, Zhang J, Khan LK. Associations

between body mass index and the prevalence of low micronutrient levels

among US adults. MedGenMed 2006;8:59.

30. Mojtabai R. Body mass index and serum folate in childbearing age

women. Eur J Epidemiol 2004;19:1029–36.

31. Mahabir S, Ettinger S, Johnson L, Baer DJ, Clevidence BA, Hartman TJ,

Taylor PR. Measures of adiposity and body fat distribution in relation

to serum folate levels in postmenopausal women in a feeding study. Eur

J Clin Nutr 2008;62:644–50.

32. Tinker SC, Hamner HC, Berry RJ, Bailey LB, Pfeiffer CM. Does obesity

modify the association of supplemental folic acid with folate status

among nonpregnant women of childbearing age in the United States?

Birth Defects Res A Clin Mol Teratol 2012;94:749–55.

33. da Silva VR, Hausman DB, Kauwell GP, Sokolow A, Tackett RL,

Rathbun SL, Bailey LB. Obesity affects short-term folate pharmacoki-

netics in women of childbearing age. Int J Obes (Lond) 2013;37:

1608–10.

34. Wolpin BM, Wei EK, Ng K, Meyerhardt JA, Chan JA, Selhub J,

Giovannucci EL, Fuchs CS. Prediagnostic plasma folate and the risk of

death in patients with colorectal cancer. J Clin Oncol 2008;26:

3222–8.

35. Varela-Moreiras G, Selhub J. Long-term folate deficiency alters folate

content and distribution differentially in rat tissues. J Nutr 1992;122:986–91.

36. Stern SJ, Matok I, Kapur B, Koren G. A comparison of folic acid

pharmacokinetics in obese and nonobese women of childbearing age.

Ther Drug Monit 2011;33:336–40.

37. Said HM, Chatterjee N, Haq RU, Subramanian VS, Ortiz A, Matherly

LH, Sirotnak FM, Halsted C, Rubin SA. Adaptive regulation of

intestinal folate uptake: effect of dietary folate deficiency. Am J Physiol

Cell Physiol 2000;279:C1889–95.

38. Subramanian VS, Chatterjee N, Said HM. Folate uptake in the human
intestine: promoter activity and effect of folate deficiency. J Cell Physiol
2003;196:403–8.

39. Williams LJ, Rasmussen SA, Flores A, Kirby RS, Edmonds LD. Decline
in the prevalence of spina bifida and anencephaly by race/ethnicity:
1995–2002. Pediatrics 2005;116:580–6.

40. Prinz-Langenohl R, Fohr I, Pietrzik K. Beneficial role for folate in the
prevention of colorectal and breast cancer. Eur J Nutr 2001;40:98–105.

41. Kim YI. Folate and carcinogenesis: evidence, mechanisms, and impli-
cations. J Nutr Biochem 1999;10:66–88.

42. Larsson SC, Giovannucci E, Wolk A. Folate intake, MTHFR polymor-
phisms, and risk of esophageal, gastric, and pancreatic cancer: a meta-
analysis. Gastroenterology 2006;131:1271–83.

43. Ursin G, Longnecker MP, Haile RW, Greenland S. A meta-analysis of
body mass index and risk of premenopausal breast cancer. Epidemiol-
ogy 1995;6:137–41.

44. Montazeri A, Sadighi J, Farzadi F, Maftoon F, Vahdaninia M, Ansari M,
Sajadian A, Ebrahimi M, Haghighat S, Harirchi I. Weight, height, body
mass index and risk of breast cancer in postmenopausal women: a case-
control study. BMC Cancer 2008;8:278.

45. Loi S, Milne RL, Friedlander ML, McCredie MR, Giles GG, Hopper JL,
Phillips KA. Obesity and outcomes in premenopausal and postmeno-

pausal breast cancer. Cancer Epidemiol Biomarkers Prev 2005;14:
1686–91.

46. Simpson ER, Brown KA. Minireview: obesity and breast cancer: a tale
of inflammation and dysregulated metabolism. Mol Endocrinol 2013;
27:715–25.

47. Youngson NA, Morris MJ. What obesity research tells us about
epigenetic mechanisms. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 2013;368:
20110337.

48. Stover PJ. Physiology of folate and vitamin B12 in health and disease.
Nutr Rev 2004;62:S3–12; discussion S3.

49. Larsson SC, Giovannucci E, Wolk A. Folate and risk of breast cancer: a
meta-analysis. J Natl Cancer Inst 2007;99:64–76.

50. Ericson U, Borgquist S, Ivarsson MI, Sonestedt E, Gullberg B, Carlson J,
Olsson H, Jirstrom K, Wirfalt E. Plasma folate concentrations are
positively associated with risk of estrogen receptor beta negative breast
cancer in a Swedish nested case control study. J Nutr 2010;140:1661–8.

51. Finkelstein EA, Khavjou OA, Thompson H, Trogdon JG, Pan L, Sherry
B, Dietz W. Obesity and severe obesity forecasts through 2030. Am J
Prev Med 2012;42:563–70.

86 Bird et al.

 at S
hanghai Inform

ation C
enter for Life S

ciences, C
A

S
 on O

ctober 10, 2017
jn.nutrition.org

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jn.nutrition.org/

