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Alcohol is toxic to the brain and neurologic system of the developing embryo, fetus, and 
baby in-utero.  Read on for more information on alcohol use in pregnancy.  The bottom 
line:  AVOID IT! 
 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) stated recently that 54% of non-
pregnant women of childbearing age (18-44 years old) report alcohol use, and 12 percent 
report binge drinking (at least 4 drinks on one occasion).  In addition, 50% of American 
women report “regular alcohol use” 1-3 months prior to the most recent pregnancy.  
Clearly, many of these women are at risk for an alcohol-exposed pregnancy.  
 
What are the stats on drinking during pregnancy? Data from the National Birth Defects 
Prevention Study showed that 30 percent of women consumed alcohol at some time 
during pregnancy, and that 8 percent reported binge drinking.  Given the role of alcohol 
in western culture, this is not all that surprising.  So let’s take a few minutes to look at the 
consequences of drinking while pregnant.   

Alcohol is a legal and widely available drug technically classified as a “depressant” in the 
human brain.  Alcohol use during pregnancy is the number one most common cause of 
preventable mental retardation and neurodevelopmental disorders in the United States.  
“Preventable” is the one word in this sentence that should get everyone’s attention.  In its 
most severe manifestation, drinking during pregnancy causes fetal alcohol syndrome 
(FAS).  Typical characteristics of FAS include problems with growth (especially height), 
subtle abnormalities in the anatomy of the face, and neurological problems, usually 
mental retardation.   
 
Of all the causes of mental retardation, FAS is the most common.  The economic costs of 
FAS for 2003 are estimated at $5.4 billion.  Each case prevented is predicted to save 
$860,000 in lifetime direct and indirect costs to the health care system.  Clearly, alcohol 
abuse is a major health problem for American women regardless of their socioeconomic 
status, race, ethnicity, and age.   
 
Alcohol appears to have negative effects throughout pregnancy, not just during the first 
trimester. As an example, one study involving 1595 children reported that alcohol 
exposure predicted problems with reading, spelling, arithmetic, and caused lower IQ’s 
overall.  In addition, these babies have a higher rate of stillbirth.  So, even babies who are 
not born with full-blown fetal alcohol syndrome can have chronic problems and 
disability.   

Unfortunately, there is no confirmed “safe” dose of alcohol for a pregnant woman and 
her fetus.  Many pregnant women will ask, “if I drink only one drink per week, or only on 
occasion, isn’t that safe?”  It is impossible to predict.  With many other drugs, we see a 
dose-response relationship:  this means that with more drug, there is more bad effect. 
However, with alcohol, even low-level exposure to the fetus appears to have adverse 



effects.  Part of the problem in predicting who is at risk is that we are all genetically 
different.  Some women have more efficient metabolism of alcohol than others, and it is 
impossible to predict who these women will be:  this efficiency is hard-wired into our 
DNA.   

Some women will think that since they can “hold their drinks”, they are then at less risk 
when pregnant.  Actually these women have simply built up tolerance by drinking 
regularly, and they are in fact at MORE risk of having an abnormal baby should they 
conceive.   

Another myth about drinking when pregnant is that “my mother drank like a fish, and all 
of her kids are fine, so it won’t be a problem for me!”  Since alcohol causes a broad 
spectrum of problems with a continuum of outcomes, anywhere from normal to mild IQ 
deficits to full blown FAS with severe mental retardation, is it worth taking a chance?  
Don’t we want to give our babies the best chance for a fruitful life by maximizing their 
brain’s health while it is in the most fragile stages of development?   

The prevalence of fetal alcohol syndrome among offspring of moderate to heavy drinkers 
and in chronic alcoholics (1-2 oz of absolute alcohol per day) is 10-50%.  These are huge 
numbers that should scare any woman who thinks alcohol may be safe in pregnancy.  
Since a safe level of prenatal alcohol cannot be determined, the U.S. Surgeon General 
recommends abstinence from alcohol for women planning pregnancy, at conception, and 
during the pregnancy.  These are recommendations we have all seen on labels and 
billboards across the USA.   

Pregnant women as a result of this awareness are typically highly motivated to modify 
their behavior to help their unborn child.  In one national survey, the rate of pregnancy-
related abstinence among users of alcohol was 74%.  This is a lot of women who were 
willing to quit drinking while pregnant!  

However, this reminds me of a very common scenario which involves a woman who has 
just found out she is pregnant, and has been drinking during the early weeks of the 
pregnancy unaware of her situation.  These women often will stop drinking immediately, 
but are very concerned that “the damage is done.”  Even though there is no known safe 
dose of alcohol, we do see patterns where fetal alcohol syndrome is more common:  
specifically with regular use or binge drinking.  If these women can stop their alcohol 
intake early in the pregnancy, the risk to the baby is low.  As a result, I never counsel 
women in this position to terminate the pregnancy or to pursue specialized testing.  
Changing their behavior will make all the difference.   

Since alcohol is a highly addictive drug, there are those women who will not be able to 
quit drinking while pregnant.  These women need addiction counseling and all the help 
we can provide to ensure a safe pregnancy and the best possible long-term health.  
Pregnant women who cannot stop drinking should ask for help from their doctor, and 
health care providers should be doing everything possible to screen patients for alcohol 
addiction.   

So remember:  there is no known safe dose of alcohol in pregnancy.  Just don’t drink 



when pregnant! 

 

 


