
Alcohol & Pregnancy
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No amount of alcohol is safe 
to drink during pregnancy.

If you’re with child, 
be without alcohol.
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Introduction

Many things we hear about pregnancy are old wives’ tales, passed along 
through generations – things about natural glows, pickle-and-ice-cream 
cravings and high-positioned babies all being girls.

Some people also say drinking alcohol while pregnant can’t hurt a baby’s 
future. But the truth is, the safest option during pregnancy is not to drink 
alcohol at all. Whether it’s beer, wine, coolers or hard liquor, alcohol can cause 
harm to a fetus at any time during pregnancy. The risk is real no matter what 
your income level, education or race.

That’s why it is so important for you to be informed about how you can 
Be With Child Without Alcohol.

This guide will help you understand the relationship between alcohol and 
pregnancy and the best way to keep your baby safe.
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Alcohol & Pregnancy – the facts

Whether you are pregnant, thinking about becoming pregnant or know 
someone who is pregnant, it’s important to remember that drinking alcohol 
while pregnant puts a fetus at risk. Some of those risks include the baby being 
born early or with a low birth weight.

There’s another serious risk and that’s Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD).

Not even medical experts know for sure if there is a safe amount of alcohol 
that you can drink when you are pregnant. But we do know two things:

1. Drinking while pregnant is the only cause of FASD and 
2. The more you drink, the greater the chance of harm to the fetus

That’s why when you are pregnant or planning a pregnancy, health 
professionals recommend that no alcohol is the safest choice.
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About FASD

A baby’s brain and body are growing and developing for the entire nine 
months of pregnancy. Drinking alcohol during this time can change the way a 
fetus develops by damaging its cells and preventing nutrients from getting to 
the fetus.

The exact effect of alcohol is different for every developing baby but all babies 
born with FASD have something in common – they will experience some 
combination of lifelong physical, learning, social and emotional disabilities.

Effects of FASD
People who live with FASD may experience a wide range of effects that never 
go away. Some are noticeable at birth and others appear as the baby grows 
and develops. Here are some examples:

• Intellectual disabilities

• Trouble with learning and memory

• Difficulty solving problems

• Poor coordination or balance

• Hyperactivity or attention problems

• Lack of social skills

• Communication problems

• Slower than normal growth

Some people may have a specific pattern of facial features. Other people 
may have physical birth defects such as heart defects and bones not properly 
formed.
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What else affects a developing baby?

No two babies are affected the same way by alcohol. The effect alcohol will 
have on your developing baby’s health is related to:

• How often you drink

• How much you drink and

• When during pregnancy you drink

The way alcohol affects your body and your fetus is influenced by many other 
things. Some of these are things you can’t control such as your age, overall 
health and genes. But there are things you can do to help have the healthiest 
pregnancy possible:

• Get regular medical care during pregnancy

• Eat healthy food

• Reduce stress

• Exercise

• Avoid smoking and using other drugs

Choosing not to drink and taking care of yourself in other ways when you’re 
pregnant can make a big difference to your baby’s future health.
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Alcohol Use in Pregnancy

Since many pregnancies are not expected, some women may drink alcohol 
before they realize they are having a baby.

In Manitoba, more than 80,000 women who had children between 2007 and 
2013 talked with their public health nurse about drinking. Of these women, 
14% said they drank alcohol during their pregnancy before they knew they 
were pregnant.

After they discovered they were pregnant, most women (87%) stopped 
drinking alcohol and 7% of women kept drinking, but cut down the amount.

If there’s a chance of becoming pregnant, the safest thing to do is to stop 
drinking. Reducing or stopping drinking when you find out you are pregnant 
is also a good choice. It’s never too late to make this important decision.

Binge Drinking & Pregnancy
Over three-quarters of Canadian women of childbearing age drink alcohol. 
While many drink moderately, there are some who binge drink.

Though we don’t know for sure how one drink will affect a fetus, we do know 
that binge drinking increases the potential for harm.
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What is binge drinking? For women, binge drinking means having four or 
more standard drinks in one occasion.

The good news is that it is never too late to make a difference. Reducing 
consumption or stopping at any time throughout the pregnancy lessens the 
chance a baby will be born with an alcohol-related disability.

It’s important to know that alcohol can be passed to your baby through breast 
milk. This will not cause FASD but may affect how well your baby feeds, sleeps and 
reacts to the world.

Speak to your public health nurse or contact your nursing station for more 
information on ways to safely breastfeed if you plan to drink.

A standard drink is one of these:

==
43 ml (1.5 oz) 

liquor 
40% alcohol

142 ml (5 oz) 
wine 

12% alcohol

341 ml (12 oz) 
regular strength beer 

5% alcohol
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Are you a partner, family member or friend?

If you are a partner, family member or friend of a pregnant woman, there are 
practical ways that you can support an alcohol-free pregnancy. Here are some 
ideas to think about:

• Choose not to drink when you’re with her or stop drinking – if you drink, it 
can be more difficult for her not to drink.

• Include her – you can help her feel she’s a part of things when she isn’t 
drinking at parties or other events.

• Be encouraging – you can support the choices she makes about her health 
before, during and after pregnancy, including the decision not to drink.

• Be proactive – think of activities that don’t involve drinking and encourage 
her to participate. As a host, offer mocktails and other non-alcoholic drinks.

If you are close to someone who is pregnant and drinking, consider some of 
these ideas about how to help:

• Ask her if she wants information or support.

• Don’t judge, be critical or push her towards solutions.

• Offer practical support like avoiding alcohol when you are together, caring 
for other children to give her a break, or attending medical or 
other appointments with her.

• Recognize changes, big or small, that she may make about drinking.

• Assist her with getting the professional support she may need.
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Finding Help
If you are a pregnant woman who needs help quitting drinking or you are 
supporting a pregnant woman who needs help, contact your doctor, health 
care provider or nursing station.

To find addictions information and services, call:

• Provincial Adult Addictions Information Line: toll-free 1-855-662-6605

• Youth Addictions Centralized Intake Service Line: toll-free 1-877-710-3999

• Addictions Foundation of Manitoba: toll-free 1-866-638-2561

• Motherisk Alcohol and Substance Use Helpline: toll-free 1-877-327-4636

• Health Links, a 24-hour, 7-days-a-week telephone information service 
staffed by nurses who are knowledgeable and ready to answer your health 
questions, can also be of help: 204-788-8200 or toll-free 1-888-315-9257

To find mental health information and services, call:

• Klinic Crisis Line: 204-786-8686 or toll-free 1-888-322-3019

• Manitoba Farm and Rural Support Services: toll-free 1-866-367-3276

For information on programs that can help women and families, as well as 
children with FASD, visit Healthy Child Manitoba at 
www.gov.mb.ca/healthychild.

Pregnancy 
& Addiction

It can be very difficult to stop drinking. 
Many women use alcohol and other drugs to 
deal with a range of life problems like violence, 
trauma, abuse and poverty.

Women may also use alcohol to cope with mental 
health problems such as post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), anxiety, depression and other 
stresses.

But you don’t have to go through your pregnancy 
feeling alone and unable to stop drinking.

Help is available.
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Message from Dr. Longstaffe

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a lifelong condition that results 
from a baby being exposed to alcohol before birth. This exposure to alcohol 
affects how the baby’s brain and body develops.

People with FASD may require additional support at work, school and home. 
Providing proper support begins with a diagnosis of FASD.

The Manitoba FASD Centre assesses children and adolescents who may 
be affected with FASD, providing diagnosis, a description of strengths and 
challenges and recommendations. People may refer themselves, or have a 
doctor, teacher or other professional make a referral for them.

The Centre also assists rural areas in Manitoba with developing their own 
support and diagnostic capabilities.

People born with FASD have an important role to play and significant 
contributions to make. Diagnosis, combined with awareness and 
understanding, can help those living with FASD reach their full potential.

While health care providers can support people with FASD, they can also help 
prevent alcohol-related harm. As friends, family members and partners, let’s all 
try to create a supportive environment that will help the women in our lives 
Be With Child Without Alcohol.

Dr. Sally Longstaffe MD, FRCPC

Medical Director,
Developmental Pediatrician
Manitoba FASD Centre



If you’re with child, be without alcohol.
No amount of alcohol is safe to drink during pregnancy.

Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries’ Commitment to FASD Prevention 

Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries is committed to the safe and responsible 
use of alcohol.

Be With Child Without Alcohol was developed to provide women and 
their partners with information about alcohol use during pregnancy 
to help them prevent alcohol-related disabilities like FASD. We want to 
raise awareness of the risks of drinking during pregnancy and promote 
available supports for pregnant women who are having problems with 
alcohol.

Manitoba Liquor & Lotteries thanks Healthy Child Manitoba, Winnipeg 
Regional Health Authority and Dr. Sally Longstaffe for their guidance and 
assistance in the development of this resource guide and the Be With 
Child Without Alcohol program.

Together, we can all help prevent FASD.
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