Why Do People Drink
Alcohol During
Pregnancy?
1
Drinking alcohol during pregnancy can cause fetal alcohol
spectrum
disorders
(FASD).
FASD includes birth defects, brain injury and disabilities.2, 3 If someone does not drink any
alcohol during pregnancy, their child
will not have an FASD. However, drinking during
4
pregnancy is a complicated issue.

Many things may lead to an alcohol-exposed pregnancy, including:
Not knowing they are pregnant: Most people quit drinking when they find out they
are pregnant.5 However, almost half of pregnancies are unplanned.6 Most people
do not find out they are pregnant until 4 weeks or more into the pregnancy. They
may drink alcohol during that time without knowing they are pregnant.
Not knowing the risks related to drinking during pregnancy: Some people might
not be aware of the effects that drinking during pregnancy can have. They may
have heard incorrect information or no information at all.
Hearing incorrect information from a doctor: Many doctors are not telling their
patients that there is no known safe amount of alcohol during pregnancy.7 One
reason for this is that they may not have been trained on how to have these
conversations with patients; this can cause them to feel unprepared and
uncomfortable.8 However, patients and their partners report wanting information
on alcohol use during pregnancy. Health care providers must be ready and willing
to provide it.
Knowing someone who drank during pregnancy and whose child has not been
diagnosed with an FASD: More than 1 in 9 pregnancies (11.5%) are exposed to
alcohol. 9 If someone has a friend who drank alcohol during pregnancy but their
child does not have an FASD diagnosis, they might think that drinking alcohol
during pregnancy is safe. They may then choose to drink throughout their own
pregnancy. However, alcohol affects each pregnancy differently. Even twins with
the same level of alcohol exposure can have different effects.10 There is no way to
confirm how alcohol will affect a certain pregnancy. The safest choice is not to
drink any alcohol during pregnancy.

Being part of a community where drinking is the norm:
Alcohol use is legal and generally acceptable in the United States. Even binge
drinking is relatively common: 1 in 6 adults engage in binge drinking.11 Binge
drinking during pregnancy can be especially dangerous for the fetus.12
Having an alcohol use disorder: Nearly 5% of people in treatment for substance use
are pregnant. 13 For those who need extra support to have an alcohol-free
pregnancy, resources are available. However, there may be barriers to use these
services. One major barrier is the stigma and guilt surrounding alcohol use during
pregnancy. Feeling ashamed or judged for their drinking can prevent people from
seeking help and support.14
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