The Basics of Fetal Alcohol
Spectrum Disorders:
Information for Families
Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASDs) are a group
of health conditions that children can develop if their
mother drank alcohol while she was pregnant. These
conditions may include physical, mental, behavioral,
or learning disabilities.
Sometimes the words that doctors use to talk about FASDs can be
confusing. This fact sheet breaks down the basics of FASDs to give
families what they need to know about caring for a child who may
have one of these disorders. Understanding this information can help
parents and caregivers get their children the help they need.

See additional information on reverse side.

n W H AT IS FE TA L A LCO HO L S Y N D RO ME ?
Fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) is a type of FASD. Doctors
will diagnose a child with FAS if the child has all of these
4 types of symptoms:

n W
 HAT KI N D OF CARE DO CHI LDRE N
WI TH FASDS N E E D?
There’s no cure for FASDs, but many treatments
(also called interventions) can help. These include:

•

Small size for their age (specifically, below the
10th percentile in weight or length)

•

Medicines and dietary supplements

•

Behavioral therapy or counseling

•

Certain facial features, like eyes that are smaller
than average

•

Training for parents

•

Having a head that’s smaller than average
(called “microcephaly”)

•

Support from a specialist with training in FASDs

•

Mental or behavioral challenges, like trouble
with learning and memory or problems with
communication and social interactions

Other Conditions
Some children who were exposed to alcohol before
birth don’t have all 4 types of FAS symptoms. For these
children, doctors may diagnose them with one of the
other FASDs. Other FASDs are called:
•

Partial fetal alcohol syndrome (pFAS)

•

Alcohol related neurodevelopmental disorder
(ARND)

•

Neurobehavioral disorder associated with prenatal
alcohol exposure (ND-PAE)

n W
 H Y IS IT I MP O R TA N T T O G E T T HE
RIG H T D IAG N O S I S ?
Many children with FASDs have symptoms that can
look like other conditions, including attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), and conduct disorder (CD). Even though these
conditions can look like FASDs, they are different and
need different treatments.
It’s very important for children with FASDs to get the right
diagnosis so they can get treatment and support. Having
an accurate diagnosis for your child can help you:
•

Find helpful resources in your area

•

Plan for other health issues that your child
may develop

•

Set realistic expectations and prepare your
child for the future

Other factors in a child’s life that can help with some
of the struggles from FASDs are special education,
social services, and a nurturing environment that’s
free from violence.
n H
 OW CAN FAMI LI E S AN D PE DI ATRI C IANS
WORK TOGE THE R?
FASDs happen in all kinds of families and to all kinds of
mothers, fathers, and grandparents. If your child has an
FASD, keep in mind that your pediatrician understands
that it didn’t happen on purpose. Doctors know that
FASDs don’t mean that mothers or families don’t love
their children.
There are many reasons why women drink alcohol
during pregnancy. They may not know that they are
pregnant—or they may be struggling with an alcohol
use disorder or a substance use disorder.
If your child has an FASD, getting the right diagnosis is
very important. And working with your child’s doctor
to get services and supports is one of the best ways to
help your child.
n WHE RE CAN I LE ARN MORE ?
•

Visit the AAP Toolkit for more information:
aap.org/fasd

•

Visit the National Organization on Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome (NOFAS) for more facts about FASD and
support for families: nofas.org/about-fasd

•

Visit NOFAS Circle of Hope if you are a biological
mother of a child with a FASD in need of support:
nofas.org/circleofhope

The information contained in this resource should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and advice of your pediatrician. There may be
variations in treatment that your pediatrician may recommend based on individual facts and circumstances.
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