COMMENTARY

Family-provider interactions surrounding the diagnosis
of Down syndrome
Marcia Van Riper, PhD, RN, and Hyunkyung Choi, MSN, WHNP

D

uring the past 40 years, much has been written about
parental satisfaction with family-provider interactions
surrounding the diagnosis of Down syndrome (DS).1–14 In
addition, there have been numerous articles about how to
break bad or difficult news to patients and families, with the
unexpected diagnosis of DS frequently being used as an
exemplar.15–25 Also, a number of educational programs have
been developed to help healthcare providers feel better prepared to deliver the diagnosis of DS.26 –28 Additionally, parents of children with DS throughout the world have devoted
a great deal of time, effort, and money to the development of
educational resources (e.g., books, pamphlets, and videos)
that can be used by healthcare providers to inform expectant or new parents about life with DS in the 21st century
(http://www.ds-health.com/ds_sites.htm for links to resources).
Furthermore, the Prenatally and Postnatally Diagnosed Conditions Awareness Act (S 1810) was signed into law on October
8, 2008, and became Public Law No: 110-374.29 One of the
main goals of this legislation was to improve the quality of
information and support services that pregnant women and new
parents receive about DS and other prenatally and postnatally
diagnosed conditions.
Unfortunately, despite all of this attention being paid to
family-provider interactions surrounding the diagnosis of DS,
reports of parental dissatisfaction with the informing process
continue to appear in the popular literature, as do reports of
healthcare providers giving parents inaccurate, out-dated information about life with DS. Moreover, anecdotal reports of parents
feeling pushed or coerced to make unwanted choices, such as
undergoing invasive testing or terminating a pregnancy after the
diagnosis of DS, are becoming more common.30 –33 During a
session on prenatal screening at the 10th World Down syndrome
Congress in Ireland in 2009, many parents expressed concern that
although advances in genomics may contribute to improved health
and increased life span for individuals with DS, advances in
genomics may also result in decreased support for individuals with
DS and their families. A number of parents noted that once prenatal
testing became a routine part of prenatal care in their country, there
seemed to be a growing sentiment among healthcare providers that
families who chose to continue a pregnancy after a prenatal diagnosis of DS are making the wrong choice. More importantly,
because it is “their choice” to have a child with DS, questions are
being raised about their government’s obligation to provide resources and support.
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At the heart of most arguments concerning termination as the
“right choice” after a prenatal diagnosis of DS is the underlying
assumption that individuals with DS have a negative impact on
their family, their community, and society as a whole. Unfortunately, this is a widely held assumption, despite growing
evidence that many families adapt successfully to the challenges
associated with raising a child with DS and some even
thrive.34 – 44 The continued existence of this assumption became
very apparent during recent media coverage of a large-scale
study by Chiu et al.45 demonstrating the clinical efficacy and
practical feasibility of using multiplexed maternal plasma DNA
sequencing analysis to screen for DS among high-risk pregnancies clinically indicated for amniocentesis or chorionic villus
sampling. In most of the media coverage, the new test was
presented as a way to prevent the unwanted birth of a child with
DS without endangering the life of a “normal child.”46 Very
little, if any, attention was paid to educating people about what
life is like for individuals with DS and their families.
The main purpose of this commentary is to advocate for the
inclusion of accurate, up-to-date information about the family
experience of living with DS in early discussions with expectant
or new families after the diagnosis of DS. Preliminary findings
from an ongoing study concerning adaptation and resilience in
families of children with DS being conducted by the authors of
this commentary suggest that although parental satisfaction with
the informing process continues to be less than ideal, many
parents of children with DS are satisfied with how they were
informed, especially those who were given information about
what life is like for children with DS and their families.47
Of the 224 mothers who completed the online survey, 52% were
satisfied with how they were informed of their child’s diagnosis
and 48% were dissatisfied. Twenty-three percent of the mothers
who were satisfied were very satisfied, 22% were moderately
satisfied, and 7% were slightly satisfied. Of those who were dissatisfied with how they were informed, 25% were very dissatisfied,
12% were moderately dissatisfied, and 11% were slightly dissatisfied. The 60 fathers who completed the survey responded in a
similar manner, 50% were satisfied with how they were informed
(25% very satisfied, 18% moderately satisfied, and 7% slightly
satisfied) and 50% were dissatisfied (23 very dissatisfied, 17%
moderately dissatisfied, and 10% slightly dissatisfied).
Given the amount of attention that has been devoted to
improving parental satisfaction with the informing process, one
would hope to see improvement in parental satisfaction over
time. However, for the current sample of parents, this was not
the case. The relationship between age of child with DS and
level of satisfaction was not significant. Parents of younger
children with DS did not report higher levels of satisfaction than
parents of older children with DS. Instead, levels of satisfaction
remained fairly constant over the past 20 years, with approximately one half of the parents being satisfied and the other half
being dissatisfied. Also, in terms of when parents first became
aware of their child’s diagnosis (prenatally or postnatally), the
relationship between timing of the diagnosis and satisfaction
with how they were informed was not significant.
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A review of parental responses to two open-ended questions on
the survey (i.e., please indicate at least one thing that healthcare
providers did or said that you found helpful and please identify at
least one thing that you would have liked healthcare providers to
have done differently) revealed a fairly close match between parent
preferences and recent guidelines concerning how best to inform
parents of their child’s diagnosis of DS.21,22 Parents wanted to be
told together in a joint meeting with a healthcare provider they
knew and trusted. They wanted the conversation to take place in a
private setting as soon as possible after the diagnosis of DS was
suspected. They wanted providers to be upfront, honest, and forthcoming with accurate, up-to-date information. If the diagnosis of
DS was made postnatally, parents wanted to have their child with
them during the informing process.
Things parents found to be most helpful were (1) unbiased
attitude of providers (e.g., presented balanced information and
did not try to influence parental decisions), (2) positive comments about the child and what the child is likely to accomplish,
(3) emotional support (e.g., caring, sensitivity, and hope), (4)
material support (e.g., provision of up-to-date resources and
information about local support groups), and (5) the provision
of information in a timely manner (e.g., not too soon and but
shortly after the diagnosis was suspected). Parents clearly appreciated being informed in a caring, supportive manner. According to one parent,

of raising a child with DS. This is unfortunate, because as noted
previously, there is growing evidence that negative consequences
are not inevitable. In fact, many individuals and families not only adapt
but also they thrive after the birth of a child with DS.34–42 In the first
author’s ongoing program of research concerning adaptation and resilience in families of children with DS, many participants (parents and
siblings) indicated that although there were ongoing challenges associated with having a family member with DS, the positive consequences far outweighed the negative.13–14,39–44
Another possible explanation for why parents of children
with DS may not receive accurate, up-to-date information about
the family experience of living with DS at the time of diagnosis
is that the healthcare providers who deliver the diagnosis of DS
are typically not the same healthcare providers who provide
ongoing care to children with DS and their families. Because of
this, their understanding of the family experience of living with
DS may be very limited; it may be based primarily on the
interactions healthcare providers have had with expectant or
new parents shortly after a diagnosis of DS has been confirmed.
This is problematic because in most families of children with
DS, views of the situation change dramatically overtime. More
specifically, although many parents may initially view the birth
of a child with DS as a tragedy or the worst thing that could
have happened, most parents eventually develop a much more
positive view. One parent noted,

“The afternoon he was born we spoke to a geneticist,
who was the most warm and compassionate doctor I have
ever met. He told us that we did all of the right things (it
wasn’t our fault) and that he would be more like other
kids than not. I’m not sure exactly what he said, but after
we talked with him, we knew our lives would be different
but everything was going to be all right.”

“It is really not quite the tragedy. . . At the time you
really feel that this is the biggest tragedy that ever
happened. If we could have known what it would be like
to have M., we wouldn’t have been nearly so sad. No one
really mentioned the positive side.”14

Parental comments regarding what they would have liked
healthcare providers to have done differently clearly reflect use of
a less than desired approach by some healthcare providers. That is,
the approach followed by some healthcare providers varied greatly
from the approach recommended in recent guidelines concerning
the best way to inform parents of a DS diagnosis. A mother who
was felt pushed to make unwanted choices wrote,
“When we were given our high-risk ratio of having a
baby with DS based on the first trimester screening, the
OB emphasized all the negatives of a child with DS and
seemed to be encouraging a termination despite our
clearly stated commitment to having the baby regardless
of diagnostic outcome. Eventually after we persisted he
began to acknowledge that ‘some people choose to have
babies like this in situations like these’.”
One parent said, “they need to present the information gently
and personally—not a sterile statement void of any human
emotion.” Another indicated that she wished providers had not
acted as if they were delivering “bad” news. A father wrote, “I
wish we had known right from the start what a positive experience we could have with a child who has Down syndrome.”
One possible explanation for why parents of children with DS
may not receive accurate, up-to-date information about the family
experience of living with DS at the time of diagnosis is that most
of the existing guidelines for how to deliver the diagnosis of DS do
not specifically address this issue. Rather, the focus is on giving
parents “the facts” about DS and health-related conditions associated with DS. Little, if any, attention is paid to how individual
family members or the family as a whole respond to the experience
2

Another parent discussed the positive consequences of having a child with DS,
“Our entire family and marriage is stronger. It has changed
our view of the world, our view of ourselves, and others. It
has made use more giving and less selfish. It has drawn us
closer to God. It has caused us to be more concerned about
others who are different. It has shown us what we value in
life—relationships—not power and wealth. It has made us
more content to just be!”39
As far as the 284 parents who completed the online survey,
current views of the situation were much more positive than
initial views. Also, mothers tended to have more positive views
than fathers, both initially and at the time they completed the
survey. In response to the question, “In general, which of the
following best describes how you currently think about the fact
that your child has Down syndrome?” 60% chose Blessing in
disguise (64% mothers and 46% fathers), 18% chose Challenge
to be overcome (15% mothers and 25% fathers), 22% chose Just
something to accept (21% mothers and 27% fathers), and one
father chose The worst thing that could have happened. For the
question, “Think back to what you thought when you first
learned of your child’s diagnosis of Down syndrome,” 7% of
the parents chose Blessing in disguise (9% mothers and 0%
fathers), 28% chose Challenge to be overcome (28% mothers
and 29% fathers), 21% chose Just something to accept (18%
mothers and 31% fathers), 24% chose A Tragedy (24% mothers
and 25% fathers), and 20% chose The worst thing that could
have happened (21% mothers and 15% fathers).
In conclusion, preliminary findings from an ongoing study
about resilience and adaptation in families of children with DS
suggest that parental preferences concerning the informing pro© 2011 Lippincott Williams & Wilkins
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cess match fairly well with current guidelines concerning the
best way to inform parents of a DS diagnosis.47 However, these
findings also suggest that many healthcare providers are not
following the recommended guidelines. In fact, some seem to
be using an approach similar to the approach used by healthcare
providers decades ago, when negative consequences were
thought to be inevitable after the birth of a child with DS. There
is currently a critical need for ongoing education with healthcare providers regarding the best approach to use when informing expectant and new parents of a DS diagnosis. In addition,
existing guidelines need to be expanded to include accurate,
up-to-date information about the family experience of living
with DS. Not only will these efforts help to increase parental
satisfaction with the informing process to a more acceptable
level, these efforts should help to decrease parental uncertainty.
More importantly, these efforts are likely to give parents of
children with DS a renewed sense of hope, something that may
serve parents well as they deal with the ongoing challenges
associated with raising a child with DS.

REFERENCES
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

6.
7.
8.

9.

10.
11.
12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

19.

Carr J. Mongolism: telling the parents. Dev Med Child Neurol 1970;12:
213–221.
Collins V, Williamson R. Providing services for families with a genetic
condition: a contrast between cystic fibrosis and Down syndrome. Pediatrics
2003;112:1177–1180.
Gayton WF, Walker L. Down syndrome: informing the parents. Am J Dis
Child 1974;510 –512.
Lucas PJ, Lucas AM. Down’s syndrome: breaking the news to Irish parents.
Ir Med J 1980;73:248 –252.
Muggli EE, Collins VR, Marraffa C. Going down a different road: first
support and information needs of families with a baby with Down syndrome.
Med J Aust 2009;190:58 – 61.
Lalvani P. Mothers of children with Down syndrome: constructing the
sociocultural meaning of disability. Intellect Dev Disabi 2008;6:436 – 445.
Pueschel S. Changes of counseling practices at the birth of a child with
Down syndrome. Appl Res Ment Retard 1985;6:99 –108.
Shiono H, Kadowaki J. The questionnaire to parents of children with Down
syndrome: how to inform the parents and psychological responses to counseling. Am J Med Genet 1979;4:215–218.
Skotko BG. Prenatally diagnosed Down syndrome; mothers who continued
their pregnancies evaluate their health care providers. Am J Obstet Gynecol
2005;192:670 – 677.
Skotko BG. Mothers of children with Down syndrome reflect on their
postnatal support. Pediatrics 2005;15:64 –77.
Skotko BG, Canal Bedia R. Postnatal support for mothers of children with
DS. Mental Retard 2005;43:196 –212.
Sooben RD. Antenatal testing and the subsequent birth of a child with Down
syndrome: a phenomenological study of parents’ experiences. J Intellect
Disabil 2010;14:79 –94.
Van Riper M, Pridham K, Ryff C. Symbolic interactionism: a perspective for
understanding parent-nurse interactions following the birth of a child with
Down syndrome. Matern Child Nurs J 1992;20:21–39.
Van Riper M, Selder F. Parental responses to the birth of a child with Down
syndrome. Loss Grief Care J Prof Pract 1989;3:59 –75.
Brasington CK. What I wish I knew then … reflections from personal experiences in counseling about Down syndrome. J Genet Counsel 2007;16:731–734.
Dent KM, Carey JC. Breaking difficult news in a newborn setting: Down
syndrome as a paradigm. Am J Med Genet Part C Semin Med Genet
2006;142C:173–179.
Drillen CM, Wilkinson EM. Mongolism. “When should parent be told.”
BMJ 1964;2:1306 –1307.
Garwick AW, Patterson J, Bennett FC, Blum RW. Breaking the news: how
families first learn about their child’s chronic condition. Arch Pediatr
Adolesc Med 1995;149:991–997.
Hedov G, Wikblad K, Anneren G. The first information and support provided to parents of children with Down syndrome in Sweden: clinical goals
and parental experiences. Acta Paediatr 2002;91:1344 –1349.

Genetics

IN

Medicine • Volume XX, Number XX, XXX 2011

Family-provider interactions

20.
21.

22.

23.
24.
25.
26.

27.

28.
29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.
36.
37.
38.

39.
40.
41.

42.
43.
44.

45.
46.

47.

Ptacek JT, Eberhardt TL. Breaking bad news: a review of the literature.
JAMA 1996;276:496 –502.
Skotko BG, Capone GT, Kishani PS, for the Down Syndrome Diagnosis
Study Group. Postnatal diagnosis of Down syndrome: synthesis of the
evidence on how best to deliver the news. Pediatrics 2009;124;e751– e758.
Skotko BG, Kishnani PS, Capone GT, for the Down Syndrome Diagnosis
Study Group. Prenatal diagnosis of Down syndrome: how best to deliver the
news. Am J Med Genet Part A 2009;149:2361–2367.
Shur N, Marion R, Gross SJ. A surprising postnatal diagnosis. Obstet
Gynecol 2006;108:189 –195.
Taanila A. Well-presented first information supports parents’ ability to cope
with a chronically ill or disabled child. ACTA Paediatr 2002;91:1289 –1291.
Thomas M. Breaking bad news: consider timing, setting, your own emotions
when delivering distressing information. AAP News 2002;21:178 –180.
Ferguson JE, Kleinert HL, Lunney CA, Campbell LR. Resident physicians’
competencies and attitudes in delivering a postnatal diagnosis of Down
syndrome. Obstet Gynecol 2006;108:898 –905.
Kleinert HL, Lunney CA, Campbell L, Ferguson JE. Improving residents’
understanding of issues, comfort levels, and patient needs regarding screening for and diagnosing Down syndrome. Am J Obstet Gynecol 2009;201:
328.e1– e6.
McCann D, Allard S. A hospital team approach with parents of a Down’s
syndrome infant. Can Ment Health 1987;35:12–14.
110th Congress. S. 1810: Prenatally and Postnatally Diagnosed Conditions
Awareness Act. Available at: http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bill.xpd?bill⫽
s110-1810. Accessed March 17, 2011.
Belkin L. Deciding not to screen for Down syndrome. New York Times,
September 14, 2010. Available at: http://parenting.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/
09/14/deciding-not-to-screen-for-down-syndrome/. Accessed April 14, 2011.
Ertelt S. British doctors advise women with Down syndrome babies to have
abortion. LifeNews.com, May 22, 2006. Available at: http://www.lifenews.
com/2006/05/22/nat-2292/. Accessed March 11, 2011.
Macrae F. Little boy doctors wanted to abort at 35 weeks. Daily Mail, May
22, 2006. Available at: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-387205/
Little-boy-doctors-wanted-abort-35-weeks.html/. Accessed April 14, 2011.
Waggone T. New effort launched to decrease eugenic abortion of Down
syndrome babies. LifeSiteNews, September 9, 2008. Available at: http://
www.freerepublic.com/focus/news/2078549/posts/. Accessed April 14, 2011.
Cahill BM, Glidden LM. Influence of child diagnosis on family and parental
functioning: Down syndrome and other disabilities. Am J Ment Retard
1996;101:149 –160.
Corrice AM, Glidden LM. The Down syndrome advantage: fact or fiction?
Am J Intellect Dev Disabil 2009;114:254 –268.
Cunningham C. Families of children with Down syndrome. Down Syndr Res
Pract 1996;4:87–95.
Gath A. Down syndrome children and their families. Am J Med Genet Suppl
1990;7:314 –316.
King LA, Schollon CK, Ransey C, Williams T. Stories of life transition:
subjective well-being and ego development in parents of children with Down
syndrome. J Res Pers 2000;34:509 –536.
Van Riper M. Living with Down syndrome: the family experience. Down
Syndr Q 1999;4:1–11.
Van Riper M. A change of plans: the birth of a child with Down syndrome.
Am J Nurs Living Illn Column 2003;103:71–74.
Van Riper M. Maternal perceptions of family-provider relationships and
well-being in families of children with Down syndrome. Res Nurs Health
1999;22:357–368.
Van Riper M. What families need to thrive. Down Syndr News 2004;27:18 –22.
Van Riper M. Families of children with Down syndrome: responding to a
“change of plans” with resilience. J Pediatr Nurs 2007;22:116 –128.
Van Riper M, Ryff C, Pridham K. Parental and family well-being in families
of children with Down syndrome: a comparative study. Res Nurs Health
1992;15:227–235.
Chiu RW, Akolekar R, Zheng YW, et al. Non-invasive prenatal assessment
of trisomy 21 by multiplexed maternal plasma DNA. BMJ 2011;342:c7401.
James SD. New Down syndrome test could cut healthy baby deaths: noninvasive blood test could eliminate miscarriage risk of amniocentesis. ABC
News. January 12, 2011. Available at: http://abcnews.go.com/Health/prenataltest-down-syndrome-cut-baby-deaths-amniocentesis/story?id⫽12594077.
Accessed April 14, 2011.
Van Riper M, Choi H. Diagnosis Down syndrome: parental perceptions of
the informing process. Paper presented at Exploring the ELSI Universe:
National Human Genome Research Institute Ethical Legal, and Social Implications Research Program 2011 Congress, Chapel Hill, North Carolina,
April 13, 2011.

3

