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The Spectrum of FASD
Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) is a spectrum
diagnosis.  FASD has distinct impacts, so everyone
experiences it differently. FASD should be recognized
and supported as a multidimensional condition. 

Individuals with FASD have unique sets of strengths and
needs. Collaborative multi-disciplinary, strengths-based,
and trauma-informed approaches can enhance
meaningful experiences and minimize many challenges. 

Understanding FASD as a spectrum diagnosis can help
us overcome and reduce stigma and focus on strengths.

Multiple, overlapping stigmas exist around FASD. Stigmas
include negative attitudes, beliefs, and stereotypes about
individuals or groups with certain attributes, conditions, or
identities. It can lead to marginalization and obstacles in life.
Stigmatization often involves prejudice and discrimination. This
can be common but difficult to manage alone. Stigmas can
contribute to negative self-perception, well-being/psychological
and emotional health, hiding experiences, and avoiding supports.

Some individuals may not be able to reduce or stop consuming alcohol during pregnancy for a variety of reasons, including the
systemic lack of education or awareness about alcohol during pregnancy. Still, individuals, with and without FASD, may be
judged, labelled, blamed, or shamed, due to structural, social, and public stigmas towards certain conditions. 

Stigma can contribute to harmful outcomes including feelings of shame, low self-esteem and self-confidence, to substance use
and even criminalization. Individuals with FASD are often expressing or responding to a need, and often unmet needs. 
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To reduce stigma, positive, person-first language can be used in discussions of FASD.
We can emphasize what pregnant people can do and not what they should not do. 

Strengths-based language can help people face a reduced risk of stigmatization and
thrive. Individuals impacted by FASD possess many strengths and can achieve
positive outcomes, often with varying lifelong and developmentally or functionally
appropriate supports.

Reducing Stigma & Taking a Strengths-Based Approach

By adopting a strength-based perspective, practitioners and family members are better able to listen attentively and gain a
deeper understanding of the individuals they support. This approach recognizes, values, and builds upon the existing
capacities, abilities, and resources of individuals, their families, and support networks. Skill building involves fostering the
knowledge, competencies, and strategies that support individuals to manage challenges, cope effectively, and thrive.
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With increased understanding of FASD combined with
ongoing access to FASD-specific information and training,

screening, assessment and diagnosis, many individuals
and families impacted by FASD can do well at home, in

school, in their communities, and in their everyday lives. 

Protective factors are the supportive elements in our lives
that help protect against adversity. They include positive
conditions, personal strengths, learned skills, and both
formal and informal supports and resources. These factors
play an important role in helping individuals navigate and
cope with stress or challenging circumstances that cannot
be prevented or avoided.

Check out fasdNL’s resources about strength-
based approaches in the classroom, workplace,

and home here.
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Skill Building & Resilience 

FASD should not be seen simply as a set of challenges to
overcome. Instead, individuals with FASD deserve support
in spaces that recognize and build on their strengths.
Resilience can sometimes be thought of as achieving
positive or 'better than expected' outcomes despite
exposure to hardship. While resilience is often viewed as an
individual trait, it is equally influenced by broader social,
cultural, and environmental conditions—many of which are
frequently overlooked.
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By shifting focus to strengths and skills, we can reduce
discrimination and stigmatization from structural, social,
and self-stigmas. Although FASD is lifelong, it is a
spectrum and evolving diagnosis that uniquely shapes
people’s lives in various ways. 
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Resilience refers to our ability
to adapt positively or recover
well in the face of adversity.
This capacity is shaped by
access to protective factors
and supportive conditions
that promote well-being.
These factors evolve across
different environments,
institutions, relationships, and
life stages, reflecting the
dynamic interaction between
individuals and the systems
around them.
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