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KEY MESSAGES

Rates of suicidality among individuals with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) are greater than
that of the general population and many other disability groups. Increased research, practice, and
policy change are needed to better understand suicidality among individuals with FASD and to
develop and implement effective supports. This issue paper outlines recent research on suicidality
in people with FASD, including how often it occurs and what demographic and biopsychosocial
contextual factors may be associated with suicidality among individuals with FASD.

Issue:

Suicidality is a spectrum of thoughts and behaviours encompassing suicidal ideation (i.e.,
thoughts of harming oneself with the intent to die), suicide-related communication, suicide
attempts (i.e., self-inflicted harm with the intention of death), and death by suicide.}? It is
estimated that 700,000 people globally die by suicide every year,* with roughly 9% of the
general population experiencing suicidal ideation.> There are many factors that may influence
the risk of suicidality including individual and environmental characteristics and sociocultural
contexts.®’ Individuals with disabilities are at an especially high risk of suicidality compared to
individuals in the general population.?®

Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) is one of the most common neurodevelopmental
disabilities, affecting at least 4% of Canadians.1%!! Although individuals with FASD face complex
challenges, they also have many strengths and abilities such as curiosity, creativity, generosity,
friendliness, and tenacity.'> However, without adequate supports, many individuals with FASD
also experience mental health and substance use difficulties across the lifespan. One of the
most concerning negative outcomes experienced by individuals with FASD is an elevated risk of
suicidality. Although research on suicidality is still relatively new among individuals with FASD, it
has previously been identified that the risk for suicidality in this population is heightened. For
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example, in a recent study, Canadian researchers found that 26% of individuals aged 6 to 59
years who were assessed for FASD experienced suicidality. Some individuals with FASD also
experience suicidality at a significantly younger age compared to those without FASD.*3
Although FASD and suicidality was first identified as a significant concern as early as 1996,
almost three decades later, it remains a common cause of death among individuals with
FASD.?®

The purpose of this paper is to describe the current evidence on rates of suicidality among
individuals with FASD and to discuss potential demographic and biopsychosocial contextual
factors that may be related to suicidality. Additionally, we provide recommendations for
research, policy, and practice to better support individuals with FASD experiencing suicidality.

Background:
1. Lack of Research

Individuals with neurodevelopmental and physical disabilities experience a heightened risk of
suicidality compared to those in the general population.?°1617.18 pegple with physical,
neurodevelopmental, and intellectual disabilities, learning disorders, and autism spectrum
disorder experience challenges that may increase the risk of suicidality.®® Experiencing multiple
disabilities and comorbid psychiatric conditions (which is common among those with
intellectual disabilities) further compounds the risk of suicidality. Suicidality among people with
disabilities is related to high levels of stress, mental and physical health challenges, negative
family experiences, and few social supports.®

To date, relatively few studies of suicidality among individuals with FASD exist.'® This dearth of
research is critical given that suicidality can be a major challenge among individuals with
FASD.2%21 prenatal alcohol exposure (PAE) can have significant impacts on neurobiology,
behaviour, stress, and executive functioning, all of which are proposed to influence the risk of
suicidality in non-FASD populations.???3 However, although some researchers have investigated
factors that may be associated with suicidality among individuals with FASD, such as lower 1Q,
presence of depressive and anxiety disorders, and psychosocial and environmental
factors,?0212425 |imited research has been conducted to explore why suicidality may be more
common among individuals with FASD compared to other disability groups and the general
population. Most studies of FASD and suicidality have substantial limitations, such as not
distinguishing between passive and active suicidality, ideation versus attempt, and lifetime
versus current suicidality. These nuances of suicidality have different implications for
intervention and prevention efforts, and thus more work is needed to facilitate effective and
meaningful responses.®

2. Factors Associated with Suicidality

Because of the complexity and uniqueness of FASD,?® individuals with FASD experience a range
of challenges and vulnerabilities that may relate to suicidality. These experiences relate to both
the brain and body-based impacts of PAE as well as adverse life experiences commonly
associated with the disability. It is important to understand what these factors are and how
they may increase vulnerability to suicidality among individuals with FASD.



Life Stages

In a recent Canadian study, Flannigan et al.?’ found that the rates of suicidality among
individuals with PAE/FASD did not differ by sex, but differed significantly by age group, region,
and living situation. The highest rates of suicidality were found among adolescents aged 13-17
years (34.7%) and transition-aged youth aged 18-24 years (35.2%). Although lower than among
transition-aged youth and adolescents, rates of suicidality among children aged 6-12 years were
problematically high (11.9%). This study provides evidence of the urgent need for early
intervention, and for addressing factors related to suicidality across the lifespan for people with
PAE/FASD.

Biopsychosocial Factors

One of the strongest associations with suicidality in FASD is substance use, which was shown to
increase rates of suicidality by nearly seven times in a large cohort of individuals.?” Individuals
with FASD experience high rates of environmental adversity, including substance use.?®2°
Having a stable and nurturing home environment is an important protective factor against
mental health issues for people with FASD in general.>° However, two-thirds of participants in
Flannigan et al.’s study experienced trauma/abuse in their past which almost tripled their
likelihood of experiencing suicidality.?’” Another factor associated with suicidality among
individuals with FASD is legal problems with offending, which is also consistent with
experiences of suicidality in the general population.3134

Numerous researchers have identified mental health concerns related to suicidality among
people with FASD.?>?7 The strongest associations were identified between suicidality and
anxiety, depression/mood disorders, and posttraumatic stress disorder/adjustment disorders.
In addition, adaptive function difficulties significantly increased the likelihood of suicidality in
one study.?’ These findings are especially concerning given that anxiety, depression, adaptive
function challenges, and trauma are all common among individuals with FASD.2>27:3>

Finally, a novel finding from Flannigan et al.’s study was the link between sleep problems and
suicidality.?” Higher rates of suicidality have been found among individuals without FASD who
experience sleep problems.3®37 Sleep-related concerns are of special consideration among
individuals with FASD383° highlighting the need for intervention in this area.

Recommendations:

Given the emerging research on suicidality and associated factors in FASD, efforts are urgently
needed to better understand this challenging experience and to help manage or mitigate risk
and proactively bolster protective factors and wellbeing. Recommendations include next steps
for research, policy, and practice that support evidence-informed suicide prevention and
intervention approaches.

1. Research

More research is needed on all aspects of suicidality in FASD. A social-ecological framework
may help researchers to investigate the complexity of suicidality and to understand the
relationships and interactions between individual, relational, community, and societal factors
that may influence suicide risk.



2.

As the field of FASD research continues to move towards strengths-based
approaches,*?4%41 researchers should examine the strengths and protective factors that
help prevent suicidality among some individuals with FASD. It is important to identify
protective factors that can help to guide policy and practice to better support this
population and their larger communities in a proactive and holistic way.

Longitudinal studies are needed to explore trajectories of mental health and suicidality
among individuals with FASD across the lifespan. Studies including multimethod and
multiformat assessment tools that are specific to individuals with neurodevelopmental
conditions would be particularly helpful.?’

Other considerations for research include detailed investigations of the spectrum of
suicidality, prevention and intervention studies, and studies with control groups to
examine what differentiates those with PAE/FASD who do and do not experience
suicidality.?’

Although our understanding of some of the factors that may be associated with
suicidality in FASD is improving, questions remain of how to effectively assess risk for
suicidality among people with FASD and how to intervene when an individual
experiences suicidality.

The lived experience perspectives of individuals, caregivers, families, and communities
are critically important voices to be highlighted in future research. This research needs
to be conducted in FASD-, trauma-, and culturally-informed ways to help us better
understand how suicidality impacts the whole family and community support systems.
Research to identify the values of life affirming programs and resilience building
programs that line up with cultural principles on their effects of reducing suicidality is
also needed.

27

Policy

Recommendations for policy include implementing more effective prevention, screening, and
intervention in settings in which mental health issues are the presenting issue.

Policies are needed to provide the infrastructure for evidence-informed, consistent, and
effective screening, prevention, and intervention approaches, and to provide long term
supports for individuals with FASD.

Diagnosis should follow screening to ensure proper supports are in place

Once individuals with FASD reach adulthood, access to services and support dwindles.
Having policies in place that consider both the challenges and strengths of people with
FASD and that address needs across the lifespan are necessary to support long-term
health and wellbeing.

Policies may help in increasing anticipatory guidance and surveillance approaches from
health care providers.

Caregivers and families are a significant part of suicide prevention and intervention for
individuals with FASD and policies are needed that allow for tailored resources and
services to support those with PAE/FASD and their families.



3. Practice

There is a need for increased intervention and prevention initiatives that are FASD- and trauma-
informed and that consider the biopsychosocial contextual factors that may be related to
suicidality.

e Given the complexity of suicidality in FASD and the uniqueness of each person with
FASD, a one-size-fits-all approach is not likely to be effective in suicide assessment,
prevention, or intervention. Sufficient screening of the various factors mentioned in this
paper and explored in the literature would help with the prevention, treatment, and
management of suicidality among individuals with FASD and better support these
individuals, their families, and their larger communities.

e Tailored FASD training for those working in mental health or crisis contexts will be an
important part of effective prevention and intervention strategies. Given the value of
psychotropic medications (e.g., Lithium and Clozapine specific to mental conditions),
training should emphasize the uniqueness of FASD to facilitate well informed use of
medications in collaboration with other wraparound intervention and prevention
approaches.

e Given the value and outcomes of evidence-based psychoeducational training (e.g.,
ASIST),*? the FASD field should develop parallel or modified training to help
professionals in a variety of contexts and settings to screen and support those with
FASD.

Conclusion:

Suicidality is a major concern in the FASD community, with higher rates than in the general
population. However, little research has been conducted to understand the relationship
between suicidality and FASD. Factors related to FASD such as environmental adversity,
substance use, trauma, sleep disorders, and complex mental health challenges may all be
associated with this heightened risk. More research is needed to better understand the topic
and decipher best practices for intervention and prevention. When conducting research,
developing policies, and putting them into practice, it is important to include a wide range of
stakeholders and voices, including individuals, caregivers/families, and health care and social
service providers. Tailored resources and services that consider the biopsychosocial factors
outlined above are recommended for effective prevention and risk management strategies.



References:

1.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

American Psychology Association. (2020). Suicidality. Retrieved July 28, 2022 from
https://dictionary.apa.org/suicidality

Silverman, M. M., Berman, A. L., Sanddal, N. D., O'Carroll P, W., & Joiner, T. E. (2007a). Rebuilding the Tower of
Babel: A revised nomenclature for the study of suicide and suicidal behaviors. Part 1: Background, rationale,
and methodology. Suicide and Life- Threatening Behavior, 37(3), 248-263.
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.2007.37.3.248

Silverman, M. M., Berman, A. L., Sanddal, N. D., O'Carroll P, W., & Joiner, T. E. (2007b). Rebuilding the Tower
of Babel: A revised nomenclature for the study of suicide and suicidal behaviors. Part 2: Suicide-related
ideations, communications, and behaviors. Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior, 37(3), 264-277.
https://doi.org/10.1521/suli.2007.37.3.264

World Health Organization. (2021, June 17). Suicide. World Health Organization. Retrieved July 28, 2022 from
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/suicide

Nock, M. K., Borges, G., Bromet, E. J., Alonso, J., Angermeyer, M., Beautrais, A., Bruffaerts, R., Chiu, W. T., de
Girolamo, G., Gluzman, S., de Graaf, R., Gureje, O., Haro, J. M., Huang, Y., Karam, E., Kessler, R. C., Lepine, J. P,
Levinson, D., Medina-Mora, M. E., . . . Williams, D. (2008). Cross-national prevalence and risk factors for
suicidal ideation, plans and attempts. The British Journal of Psychiatry, 192(2), 98-105.
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.bp.107.040113

O'Connor, R. C., & Nock, M. K. (2014). The psychology of suicidal behaviour. Lancet Psychiatry, 1(1), 73-85.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s2215-0366(14)70222-6

Turecki, G., & Brent, D. A. (2016). Suicide and suicidal behaviour. The Lancet, 387(10024), 1227-1239.
https://doi.org/10.1016/50140-6736(15)00234-2

Fuller-Thomson, E., Carroll, S. Z., & Yang, W. (2018). Suicide attempts among individuals with specific learning
disorders: An underrecognized issue. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 51(3), 283-292.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022219417714776

Moses, T. (2018). Suicide attempts among adolescents with self-reported disabilities. Child Psychiatry &
Human Development, 49(3), 420-433. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10578-017-0761-9

May, P. A., Gossage, J. P., Kalberg, W. O., et al. (2009). Prevalence and epidemiologic characteristics of FASD
from various research methods with an emphasis on recent in-school studies. Developmental Disabilities
Research Reviews, 15(3), 176-192. doi:10.1002/ddrr.68

Popova, S., Lange, S., Chudley, A. E., Reynolds, J. N., Rehm, J., May, P. A., & Riley, E. P. (2018). World Health
Organization international study on the prevalence of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD): Canadian
component. Retrieved from https://www.camh.ca/- /media/files/pdfs---reports-and-books---research/who-
fasd-report-english-april 2018-

Flannigan, K., Wrath, A., Ritter, C., McLachlan, K., Harding, K. D., Campbell, A,, ... & Pei, J. (2021). Balancing the
story of fetal alcohol spectrum disorder: A narrative review of the literature on strengths. Alcoholism: Clinical
and experimental research, 45(12), 2448-2464.

Rangmar, J., Dahlgren Sandberg, A., Aronson, M., & Fahlke, C. (2017). Self-reported health, use of alcohol and
illicit drugs, and criminality among adults with foetal alcohol syndrome. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs,
34(3), 255-266. https://doi.org/10.1177/1455072517707887

Streissguth, A. P., Barr, H. M., Kogan, J., & Bookstein, F. L. (1996). Understanding the occurrence of secondary
disabilities in clients with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) and Fetal Alcohol Effects (FAE). Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. http://lib.adai.uw.edu/pubs/bk2698.pdf

Thanh, N. X., & Jonsson, E. (2016). Life expectancy of people with fetal alcohol syndrome. Journal of
Population Therapeutics and Clinical Pharmacology, 23(1), e53-59.
https://jptcp.com/index.php/jptcp/article/view/240

Furczyk, K., & Thome, J. (2014). Adult ADHD and suicide. ADHD Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Disorders,
6(3), 153-158. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12402-014-0150-1



17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31

32.

33.

34,

35.

Giannini, M. J., Bergmark, B., Kreshover, S., Elias, E., Plummer, C., & O'Keefe, E. (2010). Understanding suicide
and disability through three major disabling conditions: Intellectual disability, spinal cord injury, and multiple
sclerosis. Disability and Health Journal, 3(2), 74-78. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2009.09.001

Khazem, L. R. (2018). Physical disability and suicide: Recent advancements in understanding and future
directions for consideration. Current Opinion in Psychology, 22, 18-22.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.07.018

Flannigan, K., Wrath, A., Badry, D., McMorris, C., Ewasiuk, A., Campbell, A., & Harding, K. (2022). Fetal alcohol
spectrum disorder and suicidality: What does the literature tell us? Journal of Mental Health Research in
Intellectual Disabilities. https://doi.org/10.1080/19315864.2022.2082604

Huggins, J. E., Grant, T., O’Malley, K., & Streissguth, A. P. (2008). Suicide attempts among adults with fetal
alcohol spectrum disorders: Clinical considerations. Mental Health Aspects of Developmental Disabilities,
11(2), 33-41.

O’Malley, K., & Huggins, J. (2005). Suicidality in adolescents and adults with fetal alcohol spectrum disorders.
Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 50(2), 125.

Bredemeier, K., & Miller, I. W. (2015). Executive function and suicidality: A systematic qualitative review.
Clinical Psychology Review, 40, 170-183. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2015.06.005

O'Connor, D. B., Green, J. A,, Ferguson, E., O'Carroll, R. E., & O'Connor, R. C. (2017). Cortisol reactivity and
suicidal behavior: Investigating the role of hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis responses to stress in suicide
attempters and ideators. Psychoneuroendocrinology, 75, 183-191.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psyneuen.2016.10.019

O'Connor, M. J., Portnoff, L. C., Lebsack-Coleman, M., & Dipple, K. M. (2019). Suicide risk in adolescents with
fetal alcohol spectrum disorders. Birth Defects Research, 111(12), 822-828. https://doi.org/10.1002/bdr2.1465
Temple, V. K., Cook, J. L., Unsworth, K., Rajani, H., & Mela, M. (2019). Mental health and affect regulation
impairment in fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD): Results from the Canadian National FASD Database.
Alcohol and Alcoholism, 54(5), 545-550. https://doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agz049

Flannigan, K., Pei, J., MclLachlan, K., Harding, K., Mela, M., Cook, J., ... & McFarlane, A. (2022). Responding to
the Unique Complexities of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. Frontiers in Psychology, 6712.

Flannigan, K., McMorris, C., Ewasiuk, A., Badry, D., Mela, M., Ben Gibbard, W., ... & Harding, K. D. (2021).
Suicidality and Associated Factors Among Individuals Assessed for Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Across the
Lifespan in Canada: Suicidabilité et facteurs associés chez les personnes évaluées pour les troubles du spectre
de I'alcoolisation foetale de durée de vie au Canada. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry, 07067437211053288.
Dodge, N. C., Jacobson, J. L., & Jacobson, S. W. (2019). Effects of fetal substance exposure on offspring
substance use. Pediatric Clinics of North America, 66(6), 1149-1161. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pcl.2019.08.010
Goldschmidt, L., Richardson, G. A., De Genna, N. M., Cornelius, M. D., & Day, N. L. (2019). Prenatal alcohol
exposure and offspring alcohol use and misuse at 22 years of age: A prospective longitudinal study.
Neurotoxicology and Teratology, 71, 1-5. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ntt.2018.11.001

Streissguth, A. P., Bookstein, F. L., Barr, H. M., Sampson, P. D., O'Malley, K., & Young, J. K. (2004). Risk factors
for adverse life outcomes in fetal alcohol syndrome and fetal alcohol effects. Journal of Developmental and
Behavioral Pediatrics, 25(4), 228-238. https://doi.org/10.1097/00004703-200408000-00002

Bradvik L. (2018). Suicide risk and mental disorders. International Journal of Environmental Research and
Public Health.15(9):2028.

Esang, M., & Ahmed, S. (2018). A closer look at substance use and suicide. American Journal of Psychiatry.
13(6), 6-8.

Floen, SK., & Elklit, A. (2007). Psychiatric diagnoses, trauma, and suicidality. Annals of General Psychiatry.
6(12), 1-8.

Zhong, S., Senior, M., Yu, R, et al. (2020). Risk factors for suicide in prisons: a systematic review and meta-
analysis. Lancet Public Health. 6:e164-e174.

Cook, J. L., Green, C. R,, Lilley, C. M., Anderson, S. M., Baldwin, M. E., Chudley, A. E., Conry, J. L., LeBlanc, N.,
Loock, C. A., Lutke, J., Mallon, B. F., McFarlane, A. A., Temple, V. K., & Rosales, T. (2016). Fetal alcohol



36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

spectrum disorder: A guideline for diagnosis across the lifespan. Canadian Medical Association Journal, 188(3),
191-197. https://doi.org/10.1503/cmaj.141593

Drapeau CW, Nadorff MR. (2017). Suicidality in sleep disorders: prevalence, impact, and management
strategies. Nature and Science of Sleep. 9:213-226.

Liu RT, Steele SJ, Hamilton JL, et al. (2020). Sleep and suicide: a systematic review and meta-analysis of
longitudinal studies. Clinical Psychology Review. 81:101895

Hanlon-Dearman, A., Chen, ML., & Olson, HC. (2018). Understanding and managing sleep disruption in
children with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder. Biochemistry and Cell Biology. 96(2), 267-274.

Kamara, D., & Beauchaine, TP. (2020). A review of sleep disturbances among infants and children with
neurodevelopmental disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders. 7(3), 278-294.

Flannigan, K., Harding, K., Reid, D., & Family Advisory Committee. (2018). Strengths Among Individuals with
FASD. Retrieved from https://canfasd.ca/wp-content/uploads/publications/Strengths-Among-Individuals-with-
FASD.pdf

Skorka, K., Copley, J., McBryde, C., Meredith, P. J., & Reid, N. (2022). Lived experiences of adolescents with
fetal alcohol spectrum disorder. Developmental Medicine & Child Neurology.

Gould, M. S., Cross, W., Pisani, A. R., Munfakh, J. L., & Kleinman, M. (2013). Impact of applied suicide
intervention skills training on the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline. Suicide and Life-Threatening

Behavior, 43(6), 676-691.



