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NEWS RELEASE 
  
Research is lacking on effective mental health and substance use 
treatment options for people with FASD 
 
(Ottawa, November 16, 2020) This week, a team of researchers and partners published 
findings that show a startling gap in the evidence about treatment for mental health and 
substance use challenges for people with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD).   
 
FASD is a lifelong disability impacting the brain and body of people exposed to alcohol in 
the womb. Mental health and substance use needs are an important consideration in this 
population, as over 90% of people with FASD are estimated to experience challenges 
with mental health, and an estimated 35-55% of adolescents and adults experience 
problematic substance use. 
 
The team - made up of researchers and partners from the Canada FASD Research 
Network (CanFASD) - reviewed literature on mental health and substance use treatments 
for people with FASD. Of more than 10,000 titles reviewed, they found only three studies 
where researchers studied the impacts of interventions directly targeting the mental 
health or substance use needs of people with FASD.  
 
None of the studies identified in the review explored how to best support people with 
FASD who are experiencing severe mental illness or acute mental health or addictions 
crises, and very few were designed for adolescents or adults. Instead, most of the studies 
were designed to build functional skills among children with FASD, with improved mental 
health as an indirect by-product of treatment.  
 
“This study reveals a huge gap in evidence-based practice for supporting mental health 
and substance use needs of people with FASD,” says Dr. Katherine Flannigan, one of the 
study authors. “Without solid data about what treatments work, or how traditional 
treatments may be modified, we really can’t say how best to support this group in these 
areas.”  
 
Although it is possible that clinicians and other service providers on the front-lines are 
providing effective mental health and substance use supports for people with FASD, there 
is next to no research published that looks into the impact of these efforts.  
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According to Dr. Flannigan, “This research gives us a great starting point to build upon in 
the future, but we need to know more about how to address the immediate challenges 
that people with FASD face in mental health and substance use today.”  
 
Quotes:  
“The hope is with more understanding will come more action - action that will improve 
FASD prevention, intervention, and diagnosis in Canada.”  
Audrey McFarlane, CanFASD Executive Director  
 
About CanFASD:  
CanFASD is Canada’s first national Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) research 
network. CanFASD works collaboratively with researchers and partners across the nation 
to address complexities of FASD. Our mission is to produce and maintain national, 
collaborative research for all Canadians, leading to prevention strategies and improved 
support services for people affected by Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. 
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