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ON Mother's Day, 1980, Erma fiom-
beek [neluded a supportive poem for
mothers of handicapped children In
her syndicaied newspaper column. ! In
later contmenting an the reactlions ol
readers,  DBombeck  1ndicated  1that
"never In the sixteen years ol [the col-
unin's| existence, had there bheen
such a reader respouse.” Most of the
fetters were written by mothers of
Landicapped children, who stated a
deterdnation o be strong and ta leel
good about themselves, In conlrust to
these wias a letter from a soctal
wurker, which sald, "Sure, some gain
the strength you talked about. But tell
cabout the ones who drown.” [lallcs

added. | This statemenl exempilfles

the perspective that many helping
professtonats Buwe towand the pareats
of developtnentally disabled children.
This arttele Is a plea to professionals
to louk I+ tead lor tamilies’ strengths
when working with the families of
children who are developmentally dis-
abled.

Chnteal interventton and research
with the lamilles of developmentally
disabled children have consisiently
focused on the problems, stresses,
and Inadequacies of these Luniltes.®
There are at least two reasons why
this approach may be detrimental,
First, 1t may be nistaken. Families
may have more successes than fall-
ures In dealing with thelr chitdren,
and by looking for problems within
the Lomilies of the developmentally
disabied, the clinletan or researcher
may  unknowingly direct atiention
away {roin potentlai  positive out-
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comes, Second, the clnician or re-
searcher may create the milleu that
he or she assumed existed. This could
come about as a result of Insufflclent
relnforcement  belng  provided to
famtlies for exhiblting coping behav-
lors and hecause of a focus directed
exclusively on the negatlve.

In the past, when parents Insisted
on mentioning thelr strengths, such
as by pointing out that they had ben-
cfited from the challenges presented
by carlng for a developmentally dis-
abled c¢hild, experts would often
fnterpret these reacttons as defensive.
Parents’ statements of satisfaction or
pride were therefore frequently con-
sidered to be evidence of dental, sub-
limatlon, or overcompensation. In
1981, the authors conducted a study
that examined reports of “chronic
sorrow”"—sadness that did not disap-
pedar over time—expertenced by par-
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ents of mentally retarded chiidren.® In
parl of the study previously unre-
ported, parents were asked whether
ralsing a developmentally dtsabled
child had made them stronger or
wealter, The response to the query
was surprising. As expected, most
parents acknowledged that they felt
chronlic sorrow, but, remarkably, most
of them alse indicated they had be-
come stronger people because of
their experience.

At the time of the study, the au-
thors discounted these [indings.
(However, they did not discount the
data from the rest of the questlon-
nalre.) They declded that method-
ological reasons accounted for many
subjects’ apparent convictlon that
being the parent of a retarded child
had been a strengthening rather than
a debilitating experience. They now
consider this inltlal dismissal to be
another example of a pervasive gtance
adopted among professionals, In
which probiems instead of strength
and instances of coplng are concen-
trated on in dealing with famtiies of
developmentally dlsabled children.
They therefore wish to share their
cariler findings with others and to dis-
cuss ihe pertinent clinical tmplica-
t{ona.

SUBJECTS' RESPONSES

When asked directly, 75 percent of the
parents studled {N =27} reported feel-
ing that being a parent of a devel-
opmentally disabled child had made
them stronger. Forty-six percent feft
that the experience had made them
much stronger. Although most par-
ents indicated that they experienced
chronie sorrow, they also stated that
they iried to keep their feelings of
sadness under control. They were di-
vided on whether it was better to ex-
press thelr sadness or to control it,
but they knew clearly what they
wanted professtonals to do for
them—they wanted to be encouraged
to be strong.

The authors also asked workers in a
soclal service agency (N =43) about
their perceptions of how parenis of
mentally retarded children adjusted
to their children’s iliness. The worlk-
ers’ descriptlons were In keeping with
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abled children focuses on the detri-
mental Impact that such children
have on the family Study after study
has been done to determine whether
the presence of a4 mentally retarded
child in a famlly 1s assoctated with
tnereased rates of alcoholtsm, depres-
ston. physical liness, or divorce. In
each Instance, when soctal class has
been held constant, the answer has
been ne.' The only repeatedly ob-
served ecffects reported in the 1it-
erature can be sumumnarized as the
foilowing: {1} increased risk of social
Isolation for the famtly, {2) increased
siress experlenced by the primary
caregiver, usually the mother, and {3}
an hereased tendency for adolescent
siblings who share the burden of care
to develop problems.”

Intervening vartables related o
family resources, such as suppottive-
ness between marttal partners, rell-
glon, and regular contacts with ex-
tended family, have been found to re-
duce the risk of stress. However, even
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findings such as these have been pre-
sented {n the lterature in a less-thap-
positlve way, for the variables have
been regarded as nothing more than
medlators of stress rather than as fac-
lors contributing to a famtly's well-
being. Overail, the possibility that
famtlles wha ratse a developmentaily
disabled child might derive some un-
expected beneflts from their expert-
ence s rarely considered.’

New percepiions of these families,
in which they are seen not as the odd
few who somehow survive a calamity
but as successful famtly systems
whose strength has been augmented
by raising a child with developmental
disabilltles, call for a new program of
research. General understanding of
these familles' success would be en-
hanced by detalled studies concen-
trating on various famtly relation-
ships and on such questions as these:
Are the spouses especially open and
intimate, and do they share tasks and
attitudes? What {s the special nature
of the parents' relationship to the
handicapped child-—are they more
nurturing and less judgmental than
other parents? Do these familics have
exceptlonally warm and supportive
extended famliles, and do they have
unusually frequent contact with
them? Although familles who have
been successful in caring for a devel-
opmentally disabled child may not
excel tnt all the areas relating to these
questions, surely their strengths de-
rive fromor are reflected in more than
the individual resources of each fam-
fly member. Findings from the re-
search proposed here might help
clintclans to focus on strengthening
certain  family relattonships and
thereby enable the familles to profit
froam ratsing a child with devel.
agpmental disabliities. Soclal policy,
t00. might be advantageously revised
as a result of studies based on this
positive new perceptlon. In the pres-
ent era of retrenchment, the knowl-
edge of which family support services
such as respite care, counsellng, or
medical care are most effective may
prove essentlal to Increasing the
number of success storles amon
[amilies of developmentally disabled
children,

Glven the bias reflected In the clini-
cal Hterature, it is not surprising that
most of the heiping professionals I

" Berger and Foster, “Family-Level in-
terventions for Retarded Children,™

the authors' study underestimated
parental reports of the positive effects
related to ralsing a handicapped
chiid. On the basts of their study and -
their own work as professtonals, the
authors have derived several clintcal
recommendations intended tg help
workers determine and emphasize a
family's strengths, They are the fol-
lowing:

l. In general, workers should be
aware that although parents of devel-
opmentally disabled children are
under stress and are grieved, they
may benefit and grow in many ways
from having an exceptional child.

2. During the inftlal interview,
workers should ask parents about
their child's untque tralts that have
glven them pleasure,

3. Workers should assess parents’
strengths by asking for stories of
familial successes In coping. Parents
can also be asked what they have
learned from their experience and
whether friends or famtly have come
through for them In unexpected ways.
They should be praised for their cre-
atlve parenting and be given an op-
portunity to cite exampies.

4. Workers should help parenta
who have been successful in coping to
meet parents whose chtldren have re-
tently been dlagnosed as  devel.
opmentally disabled. During this pro-
Cess, a medel of succesaful famijial
managing can be provided.

The authory’ expertences as clin-
lefans and researchers lead them to
belteve that chronic sorrow and in-
creased emotional stren gth are by no
means incompatible. Parents of de-
velopmentally disabled children expe-
rlence recurring sadness as g natural
Tésponse to a tragle reality. However,
at the same time, most of them also
develop increased strength and cop-
Ing abilittes. Soctal workers should be
paying more attentlon to the latter.
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