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Giving birth to a child with severe health problems impacts upon parents at an emotional time of transition, particularly if there were no concerns during pregnancy. Thurgate and Warner (2005) state that when parents realise they do not have a “perfect” child a grief response may be triggered. Even if an “informed choice” can be made during the pregnancy, the reality of caring for a baby who is critically ill or disabled can be an enormous and unexpected shock for both parents.

The focus of this paper is to explore how health professionals should “manage” parents’ practically and emotionally following the birth of a disabled/critically ill child. Especially at a time when, according to Emond and Eaton (2004), the parents’ mental health may be compromised and as Linkhorn (2006) says they may perceive themselves as being subject to prejudices and oppression.

At this stressful and emotional time parents need  support and guidance, as they may have to change their expectations for their child’s development and even life span. Parenting a child with complex needs is emotionally more intense, with  primary support often coming from parent support groups more than health professionals. Whilst government initiatives like Every Child Matters and Sure Start seek to address many aspects of parenting,  not all parents receive appropriate support from health professionals at this vulnerable time. The focus of this paper will be to look at the emotional impact of parenting such  children in more depth, and to explore how health professionals can address this issue in order to support parents more effectively.
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