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Learning objectives 

Improved understanding of the role of the 
media in creating stigma about FASD and 
alcohol use in pregnancy and the groups 
affected.

Improved understanding of the need for 
more sensitive media messaging in relation 
to alcohol use in pregnancy and FASD.
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Overview of presentation

• Introduction

• Methods

• Results

• Scoping review themes 

• Themes relating to stigma

• Implications
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Introduction

– Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a 
neurodevelopmental disability that results from prenatal 
exposure to alcohol.(1) 

– Media portrayals often focus on ‘alcohol use in pregnancy’ 
rather than ‘prenatal alcohol exposure’, so we will use this 
expression for accuracy. 

– Negative assumptions about alcohol use in pregnancy and 
FASD may contribute to stigmatisation. 

– We conducted a scoping review to explore perceptions and 
analyse media portrayals of alcohol use in pregnancy and 
FASD.
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Methods

– Five databases were 
searched for peer-reviewed, 
English language articles 
published 2004 - 2024 that 
explored portrayals of 
alcohol use in pregnancy 
and FASD from various 
media types. 

– Thematic analysis was 
undertaken.

Media portrayals of alcohol use in pregnancy and FASD 
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Results

– Seventeen articles met the inclusion criteria. 

– All undertook content analysis of either 
newspaper articles (n=7), online discussion 
forums (n=4), X (Twitter, n=3), Facebook 
(n=1) or mixed media types (n=2). 

– Eleven articles focused on alcohol use in 
pregnancy, one focused on FASD and five 
focused on both. 

– Australia (n=5), UK (n=4), USA (n=3), 
Canada (n=2), France (n=2), Ireland (n=2), 
and Germany (n=1)
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Scoping review themes

Five themes were identified: 

1. Contradictions in messaging between 
media sources regarding alcohol harms; 

2. Concerns about harm to children, mothers 
and society; 

3. Expectations of motherhood; 

4. Stigma, stereotypes and shame associated 
with alcohol use in pregnancy and FASD; 
and 

5. Advocacy for FASD prevention and support
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Themes relating to stigma and 

stereotypes 

We found stigma and stereotypes related to:

– people with disability

– women who use alcohol during 
pregnancy 

– individuals with FASD and their 
families

– health professionals and the 
government 

– Indigenous communities, and 

– young women.
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People with disability 

People with disability were often framed 
as victims or objects of pity, as burdens, 
as super-heroic or as villainous(2)

“Ultimately, these stereotypes 
provoke concerns about cultural 

representations of  individuals with 
disabilities and the impact of these 

stereotypes in generating and 
perpetuating a process of 

stigmatisation”.
Aspler et al 2018(2)
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Women who use alcohol 

during pregnancy

– Some media portrayed women who used 
alcohol during pregnancy as ‘villains’ and 
blamed them for causing FASD.(3)

– In contrast, other media articles called for 
compassion towards these women.(3-5)

– Stress and anxiety may lead to self-
stigma.(6)

– Stigma may prevent women from seeking 
and receiving compassionate medical 
attention and could lead to a lack of 
recognition of the risk of FASD in their 
children.
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An example from Online forums and blogs

. . . "I’m 38 weeks pregnant (for the first time) and am almost collapsing

under the crushing weight of the expectations mounting up. I have

dutifully read various pregnancy guides and recently I also read a

book about what to expect with a newborn. That left me feeling

depressed. Because it suddenly became clear to me that I cannot fulfil

this demand for perfection. I am not a - ta-da! - perfect person.”

Binder et al (2024), Stigma and self-stigma among women within the context of the 
German “zero alcohol during pregnancy” recommendation: A qualitative analysis of 

online forums and blogs (6)
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Individuals with FASD and their 

families

– Stigma and shame were also attributed to 
individuals with FASD.

– The language used to describe individuals with 
FASD in media was not always respectful.(4)

– Stigmatisation of individuals living with FASD 
in the media may result in their exclusion from 
the medical, educational and community 
supports they require for lifelong health and 
wellbeing.
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An example from an analysis of Twitter posts

Another example was a tweet about 
“alcohol-damaged kids with FASD”, 

instead of simply referring to children with FASD.

Schölin L, Heenan M. (2022) "No Alcohol, No Risk. #FASD"- Twitter Activity on Alcohol 
and Pregnancy among Australian Organizations. Substance use & misuse.(4)
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Health professionals and 

the government

– Shame was attributed to health 
professionals and the government for failing 
to address FASD.(3)

– Some media articles expressed concern 
that some health professionals are not 
skilled of confident enough to raise the 
issue of alcohol use in pregnancy with 
their patients. 

– Governments were blamed for being 
silent on the issue of FASD and needing 
more policies and action.
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Indigenous communities

– Media reports have exaggerated the 
prevalence of FASD in Indigenous 
communities and failed to acknowledge 
that it occurs throughout society.(2) 

– The high risk of incarceration of 
Indigenous people with FASD was an 
additional potentially stigmatising 
theme.(4)
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Example from a Canadian newspaper (2002-2015)

“Among aboriginal people, the prevalence of FAS is much 
higher than the national average—as high as 10 per cent 

in some communities where alcohol abuse is widespread” 

(The Globe and Mail 2005).

Aspler, et al (2019). Stigmatisation, Exaggeration, and Contradiction: An Analysis of 
Scientific and Clinical Content in Canadian Print Media Discourse About Fetal Alcohol 

Spectrum Disorder (7)
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Young women

– Risky alcohol consumption was 
portrayed as a particular problem 
for young women of childbearing 
age.(8)

– Furthermore, images of young 
women predominated in media 
relating to alcohol use.(9)
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Young women’s Facebook posts 

"i wish i could drink, i'm so irritated!“
- 23 year old pregnant woman 

".. wish i had friends to talk to but i guess that now that i 
cant drink no one wants to hmu anymore anyways... its kool 

yall weren't real friends anyway..” 
- 22 year old pregnant woman

Oram et al, 2018, Substance Use Among Young Mothers: 
An Analysis of Facebook Posts (p.7)(10) 
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Implications

– Media portrayals can stigmatise women who 
use alcohol when pregnant by placing 
responsibility on the individual, with little 
consideration of the broader social and 
domestic context.(7)

– More sensitive media messaging could shift 
public sentiment from shaming and blaming 
women to acknowledging their need for 
support.

– Culturally responsive initiatives can focus on 
collective responsibility and community 
action.(11)

– Avoiding stigmatisation of people who live with 
FASD may highlight their strengths and 
minimise their disability. 

– Increased public familiarity with real-life stories 
may also reduce the stigma surrounding FASD.
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“Stigma will continue unless specific efforts are made to 
change the discourse. This requires a collective effort by 

multiple professions who engage in research and work in this 
field. We also propose that those with FASD are integrated 

into this work so that the dialogue can reflect both lived 
experiences and ways to provide hope.” 

(Choate and Badry, 2019, p.46, (12)) 
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