
Toolkit
Talking about children

Who's there  
to support you? 

View of the network of people  
with an intellectual disability who 
want to have a child.
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Purpose
‘Who's there to support you?’ is a tool you and 
your client use to define her network when she 
expresses a desire to have a child.

For whom*
People with an intellectual disability who have a 
desire to have a child and their potential partner.
‘Who's there to support you?’ can also be used in 
consultations with the client and her family. 

Materials
‘Who's there to support you?' contains:
•	 a manual with instructions and possible  

applications
•	 poster with network overview
•	 four large support cards 
•	 4 x 20 small support cards (dark blue ) with 

text and symbol 
•	 4 x 20 ‘child-cards’ (light blue) with photo of a 

white baby doll
•	 4 x 20 ‘child-cards’ (pink) with photo of a  

baby doll of color 
•	 small round stickers (red, green and blue)
•	 large round stickers
•	 post-its, small format 

Materials you will need to supply:
•	 flipover pages
•	 highlight markers
•	 colored felt pens
•	 pen and paper

This manual and the method of 'Who's there to support 

you?' made use of the gratefully appreciated work and 

ideas of Prof. Dr. Gwynnyth Llewellyn from The University 

of Sydney, Australia. She developed a method with one 

of the elements called the Support Interview Guide. This 

can be used to reveal the network that parents with a mild 

intellectual disability have in their lives. 

Who's there to support you?

*  'Who's there to support you?' is intended for people with an  

intellectual disability and their partner. For the sake of  

readability, the author has chosen to refer to the client in  

the feminine.
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Making contact with other people is important 
for everyone. We need each other for love,  
attention, comfort. However, we also need each 
other for practical matters such as odd jobs 
around the house; working out our personal 
administration; and if there are children,  
for babysitting, among other things. 

In addition, we need other people for good 
advice, or to figure out together what is the best 
way to deal with a certain situation. It is also 
always nice if there are people around to relax 
with and enjoy their company.

You can actually develop yourself through 
contact with other people. Also, when things 
suddenly go less favorably, other people can 
support you through those difficult times. 

Social network and professional network
Every person benefits from a circle of people 
to whom she/he can go to in good times 
and in bad times; this is true for people with 
an intellectual disability too. Such a circle of 
people consists of family and friends. It can 
also include fellow students, colleagues, and 
neighbors. This type of circle is called a social 
network. 

A well-functioning social network is essential 
for people with an intellectual disability. In order 
to participate in society, they need support with 
many of their affairs and matters in life. 
People with an intellectual disability have a 

People need people

Social network and professional network

fair amount of contact with professional care 
workers. This professional network can serve as 
an extension of a social network.

The importance of a good,  
supportive social network 
Research has shown that the presence of a 
good, supportive social network is one of the 
most important protective factors for successful 
parenting by people with an intellectual 
disability. That must include a willingness to ask 
for support, the willingness to accept advice, 
and good professional care workers (see 
The manual 'Having children, what does that 
involve?' Chapters 1 and 7).
 
When a client wants to have a child, it is 
necessary to define her network with her and 
with her partner if necessary. Having a view of 
and insight into the client's network contributes 
to making a well thought-out choice with regard 
to parenthood.

If the network overview reveals that the client’s 
social network is very limited, you both will have 
to conclude that having a child is not such a 
good idea right now. If there is a supportive 
social network, you examine how the most 
important people could potentially become 
involved at as early a stage as possible. 
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Defining the social and professional networks 
takes place in three phases, consisting of a 
number of steps:

1.   First, you and your client identify which  
contacts she has; what type of contacts  they 
are, and what type of support they can provide 
the  client. 

2.   Then work out which people the client can 
talk about her desire to have a child, and 
those with whom she cannot discuss this.  

3.   Investigate which of these people could 
provide support to the client if there is a 
child, and what type of support each of these 
people could provide.

Preliminary interviews
Earlier sessions with the client revealed that she 
is thinking about having a child. Talk with the 
client and make it clear that it is crucial to think 
seriously about taking such an enormous step in 
life such as 'having' a child. Even people without 
an intellectual disability do that and have  
discussions with other people they know about  
these types of huge decisions in their lives. 
 
Make an overview with the client about who 
she wants to have involved in her network. 
This could be family and friends, but also care 
workers.

Tell the client that it is important to get an  
impression of who would be able to offer her 
support: who's there to support you? It is often 

Method

Identify Discuss Investigate

Three phases:

• Who do you have contact with? 
• Talking about your desire to have a child 
• Who is there to support you when there is a child?

an unmanageable situation to raise a child 
properly without having some help from other 
people. 

This is why the first thing you do is to outline 
and define the client's existing social network 
with her. This enables you to assess together 
who she can go to right now, and which type of 
support these people provide. Likewise, you can 
also investigate if the social network is strong 
enough to build upon and to fall back on. 

Consult with your client to see if you will define 
her social network with her alone, together with 
the client and her partner, or together with the 
client and her family. 
You often see that several sessions are needed 
 to get an accurate impression of the social 
network. 
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Make sure everyone involved understands this 
beforehand. It is important to carefully outline 
and define the social network and to take a 
lengthy amount of time to do so. Experience 
has shown that more information arises if the 
sessions take place in the client's own living 
environment.

Practical preparation
Make sure that you have all the materials at 
your disposal that are necessary for defining the 
client’s social network during the sessions. You 
can use the A2 poster or the A3 poster for this, 
or you can also use a flipover page. Draw the 
example of the overview drawing on the flipover 
page before beginning (page 7). Divide the page 
into four areas. Fold the page into four areas and 
then unfold it. Mark the folded lines with  
a highlighter. 

Write the following in the areas:
•	 Upper left: family
•	 Upper right: friends
•	 Lower left: fellow students/colleagues/ 

neighbors
•	 Lower right: professional care workers

Place a large round sticker in the middle. That 
is where you write the client's name during the 
session. Starting from this circle, draw three lines 
into each area; thus, from the inner circle to the 
outer edge. This should result in 12 lines  
radiating from the center sticker. 

Tip:
It is important that you properly record every 
phase of the defined network. Make agreements 
with each other as to where the overviews are 
stored. You may need to use them again in the 
future. The client should also have them available 
to her in the event she would like to think 
about this topic. You can make a photo of the 
overviews, or you could draw the overview on a 
sheet of paper that you could save in the client’s 
file, for example. 



Name

Family

Fellow students 
Colleagues
Neighbors

Friends

Professionals
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Instructions
First, you make an overview of people who 
have a role in the life of the client and their 
relationship. In most cases, you will already 
have some insight into her network. This 
knowledge can be of some help while filling in 
the overview. Make sure it is always the client 
who says which people are more important to 
her, and which are less important. Try to keep as 
neutral a position as possible without directing 
too much.

Make sure you have pen and paper in hand 
when you talk to the client about her contacts. 
Tell the client that you will be making notes that 
the two of you can go through and work out in 
more detail later. 

Getting started
Place the flipover page so that the client can 
see it properly from where she is sitting. Ask 
the client to write her name on the sticker in the 
middle of the page. If she is unable to do this, 
then you write her name on the sticker yourself.

Work out a list with the client of the people with 
whom the client has contact. Work this list out 
as follows:

•	Have the client write (or you do this yourself) 
a name on a new post-it each time the client 
mentions one. 
Ask how the client knows this person. Is it 
a family member (the steady partner counts 

Working out

as a family member), a friend, a fellow 
student, a colleague, or someone from the 
neighborhood? Or is it a professional: care 
worker, social worker, teacher from school, or 
doctor? 

•	 Then you ask how often the client sees this 
person. Is it only a telephone contact or 
someone via the computer (E-mail, an online 
social network, chats)? 

•	 Then you have the client decide how far or 
how close the person is by sticking the post-it 
in the corresponding area of the diagram 
on one of the radiating lines, at the correct 
distance from the middle. You can always shift 
the post-it when needed. 

If a client has difficulty giving an answer, 
you can have her keep track of who she has 
contact with for a day or a week, how long she 
knows the contact, how often she meets with 
the contact, and how she met the contact. 

You can suggest someone when you notice 
that the client fails to name important contacts 
you are aware of. Remain neutral about that 
relationship.
So do not say something like: “Frank is also one 
of your good friends, right?” However, you could 
say: “I've also seen you with Frank at times. 
How do you know him?”

Phase 1: who do you have contact with?
Step 1: Who does the client have contact with and  
who are these people?
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The overview diagram on the next page shows 
Ann's network.

Ann is 21 years old and lives Together with her 
boyfriend Kevin. They know each other from the 
sheltered workplace where they work.

Ann's parents are divorced. She has good 
contact with her mother. She actually only sees 
her father on his birthday. Ann's brother (Jan) 
is 27 and her sister (Nel) is 30. She sees Nel 
regularly and Jan much less, because he lives 
far from her. Within the family, she also has 
frequent contact with Aunt Trudy.

Alice and Annie are Ann's friends. At her 
sheltered workplace, she has a lot of contact 
with her colleague Wilma. Next to Ann lives her 
neighbor Pete, who occasionally comes by to 
help her with an odd job in the house. She sees 
the baker Charles almost every day; he always 
has time for a little talk. Ann gets support for 
her personal administration and finances from 
Astrid. There are sessions she has with Erik, the 
psychologist she sees for her anxiety problems. 
The social worker Marie makes sure that Ann  
receives the support that she needs. 
Sometimes Ann goes to the doctor, but she 
does not go to him for every little thing.

Case example: Ann

Phase 1: Step 1 in image

Ann would like to have a child. Kevin thinks it 
is a good idea. The social network is drawn out 
with Ann. Her boyfriend Kevin is present during 
the sessions.

Obviously, Kevin's social network needs 
separate attention. Subsequently both social 
networks should be combined. For the sake 
of clarity, we will limit ourselves solely to Ann's 
social network for now.
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Instructions 
With the following step you want to know what 
type of support the client receives from the  
different people in her social network.
 
The following types of support can be  
distinguished:
•	 Emotional support: love, the feeling of being 

appreciated for who you are, and a shoulder to 
cry on.

•	 Counsel and good advice: The questions and 
problems on the client's mind.

•	Practical support: doing an odd job around 
the house, support with finances and personal 
administration, transportation.

•	Companionship: having a cup of coffee 
together, talking on the telephone, shopping, 
chatting.

It is important to get a good overview of the  
different types of support that the client has right 
now. When you analyze the social network later, 
you should take into consideration if the various 
types of support are in balance. Explain this to 
the client in an understandable way. For example, 
when you only have contacts for companionship, 
who can you get support from when things get  
difficult? Or if there are a lot of people around 
who give good counsel and advice, but there is 
no one around who can actually support you? 
 
Getting started
Take the large and small support cards. On the 
large cards there are four different types of  
support, each defined. Each type of support has 
its own symbol. 

You can choose to use the cards with text and 
symbol, or only those with a symbol  
(if the client cannot read). 

Have the client tell which type(s) of support she 
gets right now from each of the people already 
mentioned: 

   Love and understanding (= emotional  
support)  
This person takes my feelings into  
consideration and really listens to my problems. 
I feel good, safe and familiar with this person.

  Counsel and good advice 
I can go to this person when I no longer 
know what I should do.  
This person supports me in finding solutions 
to problems I have on my mind.

  Practical support 
This person helps me with odd jobs in the 
house, with money matters or with my  
personal administration.  
This person drives me to places in a car 
when I need that.

  Companionship  
With this person, I do things such as having a 
cup of coffee, shopping, going out, chatting or 
texting. 

You then take the blue support cards. Decide 
together if you will use the cards with text or 
with symbols. Then review with the client all the 
names that have been placed in the network. 
Have her tell what type of support she gets from 
each of these people.

In each case, the client lays one or more small 
support cards down by the appropriate name.  
As examples, the large support cards remain on 
the table in the client’s field of vision so that she 
can look at it to prompt her memory.

If the client wants to lay all four cards down by 
one person, that would mean this person does 
everything for her. Verify if this is true.

It might be that the client does not want to lay 
any of the support cards down by a person.  
Ask questions to clarify why. She may have a 
good reason for this. On pages 12 and 13, you 
see Ann's example worked out further.

Phase 1: who do you have contact with?
Step 2: What does this person have to offer the client?



12

Ann lives together with her boyfriend Kevin. 
She adores Kevin and she says she gets love 
and understanding from him. However, he does 
nothing in the house. Ann prefers to go to 
someone else for good advice. When she does 
not know something, she and Kevin can get 
into a dispute easily.
Ann gets diverse types of support from her 
sister Nel: "She's wonderful! I can talk about 
a lot of things with her and she always knows 
what I should do." 
She has poor contact with her father. "He's still 
your father, but he's useless to me", says Ann. 
That is why she does not place any support 
cards near her father.
She can go to her mother for love and 
understanding. However, if she really does not 
know what to do about something, she does 
not go to her mother for advice. "She's too 
meddlesome with me", says Ann. When she 
wants to talk about something important, she 
calls Aunt Trudy. "Aunt Trudy listens first and 
then she helps me with what I should do."

Neighbor Pete does many odd jobs in the 
house. That is really nice. Ann says that she 
thinks the neighbor hangs around too long 
often, eating a lot from her refrigerator. This 
makes Kevin angry. Her brother Jan wants 
to come around at times to help with the big 
odd jobs, but he lives on the other side of the 
country. Ann has a little talk with Charles the 
baker every morning. She deliberately leaves to 
go to the bakery early to get a croissant. 
 

Of her friends, Alice is mainly for 
companionship and Annie always helps her with 
difficult letters. Care worker Astrid comes by 
twice a week: "That is very pleasant. She helps 
me with the money and bills."
Wilma her colleague always has the latest 
gossip at work to share with Ann. Ann thinks 
that she gossips too much and has a bit of a 
negative approach to everything. However, she  
still thinks Wilma is good company.

Ann can talk about her anxieties with Erik her 
psychologist. She is sometimes afraid to go to 
her work. “Erik helps me to get more confident”. 
Ann cannot say too much about the doctor 
because she does not go to him very often. 
She does not have much contact with Marie 
her social worker. Marie arranged for Astrid's 
regular visits.

Case example: Ann

Phase 1: Step 2 in image
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Instructions
As soon as you become aware that your client 
wants to have a child, it is advisable to talk with 
her and to investigate with whom she would be 
able to tell that she wants to have a child.

Many parents with an intellectual disability have 
made the decision to have a child autonomously, 
without saying anything to the family, care wor-
kers or doctor. This is not the way they would 
like it to be. The problem is that their experience 
has shown them that people in their social sur-
roundings often get negative reactions as soon 
as they mention their desire to have a child. 

The person usually does not notice or does not 
experience that such reactions are motivated by 
justifiable concern. That is why it is advisable to 
have discussions in the early stage of making 
such a decision. This gives the client the oppor-
tunity to engage the significant people in her life 
to help her consider all the things concerning 
her possible future parenthood. 

Getting started
You and your client will review which people she 
can and cannot talk about her desire to have 
a child. You will need the small round colored 
stickers for this.

Explain to the client that together you will now 
investigate which people in her network she can 
discuss her desire to have a child. Stick a round, 
colored sticker on a post-it with the name of the 
person. 
 

  Green: I can talk to this person  
about wanting to have a child.
  Red: I cannot talk to this person about wan-
ting to have a child. 
  Blue: it does not matter or I do not know if I 
can talk to this person about wanting to have 
a child.

Mainly, you should engage the client, and 
potential partner or the family members, in a 
discussion about this. Listen to the arguments 
that the client brings up for why she can or 
cannot talk about her desire to have a child.
Make notes on paper and write them out in a 
way such that the client can use and understand 
them.

Phase 2: talking about your desire to 
have a child
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In the example given, we see that Ann expects 
that her family will have difficulty talking about 
her desire to have a child. She says that her 
parents will absolutely not like the idea, and that 
she had already tried to talk to her sister Nel 
about it once before. Nel thinks that she should 
not do it, because  it will be too difficult for her. 
After hearing that, Ann no longer dared to bring 
up the topic again.
Aunt Trudy seems to be the best person to 
discuss the topic.

Ann might be able to discuss this with the 
baker. She recently did that when there was a 
woman was present with a baby carriage. The 
baker Charles asked her if she would like to 
have a child too. However, is it really sensible 
to discuss your desire to have a child with the 
baker?

Case example: Ann

Phase 2 in image 

Ann says she suspects that she cannot discuss 
this with her care worker Astrid. "She doesn't 
think I have enough money for a child. And she 
says that I couldn't raise a child", says Ann.

She would be able to discuss having children 
with her doctor, and she also thinks that Erik 
her psychologist would be a good candidate: 
"At least he listens."
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Phase two is when you, the client, her partner 
and her family members, if appropriate, should 
spend an extensive amount of time considering 
what the overview reveals. 

Now how many people are there that the client 
can talk about her desire to have a child? Are 
these the people who are important for her? 
What do you do if the client is unable to discuss 
this with any of the people who are important 
to her? Find out if she would then carry out her 
own plan without consulting with these people 
any further.

Talk about your desire to have 
a child: what does the overview 
show? 

This is also the time to see if there are still any 
possibilities to involve important people from 
her social network. Explain to the client that 
it is sensible to consult with people who are 
dear to her. They will certainly be the ones who 
would provide support when it is needed. Offer 
to supervise this, with a multidisciplinary team if 
needed.
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Instructions
In this last phase, you and the client investigate 
who would be able to provide support if there 
is a child. Check to see whether this type of 
support changes for each person in the social 
network.

Keep in mind that it is very difficult for the client 
to imagine this is possible. She still does not 
have a child yet. This is why you need to be 
aware of answers that are potential socially 
acceptable or if the client sees the world 
through rose-colored glasses. 

This phase is also a good time to involve in  
the process the most important people  
in the client's social network.

Getting started
Use the ‘child cards’ with a photo of a baby doll. 
Choose the set that best fits with the client (light 
blue is a white baby doll, pink is a baby doll of 
color). Ask the client to lay the child cards down 
by the different people placed in the network. 
Check by each person to see if the client 
expects support, or a change therein, if she 
were to have a child.

Place a ‘baby card’ on top of the blue support 
card if this type of support remains even if there 
is a child. New types of support can also be 
placed along. 

If she no longer expects support from a 
particular person, take away the support card(s) 
from the name. 

See the overview on page 20.

Phase 3: who is there to support you 
when there is a child?
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Ann would prefer talking to Aunt Trudy first. "At 
least she stays calm,” she says. However, she 
does not know if Aunt Trudy is going to help 
if there is a baby. Ann hopes that her mother 
would do that. However, she is not so sure 
about that either. 

She expects that her boyfriend Kevin would do  
more of the household chores. Only, he does 
not really like cooking and cleaning. He thinks 
that is women's work.

In addition, Ann says that she thinks Astrid, her 
care worker, will withdraw from her and will 
no longer help her if there is a child. Ann is 
convinced that her sister Nel will also no longer 
come to see her. 

Case example: Ann 

Phase 3 in image

Wanting a child means that a lot will change in 
Ann's network. There will have to be a session 
with Ann to see if she realizes this. The choice 
to have a child might mean, for example, that 
she would lose the valuable contact she has 
with her sister. Does Ann want that?

Moreover, is Ann’s impression of the people 
from whom she expects support too optimistic?
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Phase 3 is when an extensive amount of time 
is spent considering who will support the client 
when a child arrives. Is there enough emotional 
support, practical support, counsel and good 
advice? It is particularly important to continue 
the discussion. Awareness is the keyword here.

For example, you can pose questions to find out 
if the social network is strong enough. What are 
the positive strengths in the network and what 
are the negative ones? How can the network 
be reinforced? Is more professional support 
needed?

If you conclude that the network will probably 
offer an insufficient amount of support,  
then make it clear to the client that it is not 
sensible to have a child. Perhaps you can work 
on expanding the network. 

And the client will certainly have to be willing 
to ask for support and accept support, also 
professional support. If this does not seem like it 
will be possible, it would be better for you both to 
conclude that having a child is not an achievable 
goal.

Together you then look for a new goal for the 
client to work towards in the future. In any case, 
an intensive counseling process should follow. It 
is particularly important that you do not lose the 
client at this stage.

Who's there to support you?
Who is there to support you when there is 
a child?
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When can you conclude that there is enough 
support…? What advice should you give after 
completing the network…? How much support 
is needed to be able to raise a child responsibly 
enough...? This is difficult to say. There should 
be various types of support available. It is also 
desirable to have the support dispersed among 
several people.

If the client says that her own parents or 
parents-in-law would like to do a lot, it is 
advisable to have a meeting with those involved 
to discuss this in detail. Is this idea realistic? 
Can they live up to it? We commonly hear 
that the client's parents become seriously 
overburdened and wind up going through a 
second period of 'parenthood' instead of being 
able to enjoy being a grandparent.

Clients have different backgrounds. Experience 
has shown that the safety net can be very 
large in migrant families. The interpretation of 
burden and family resources are different in 
these cultures. There are indeed several family 
members who want to contribute. This greatly 
increases the chance for successful parenting.

Defining the network is one of the  tools that can 
be used if the client wants to have a child. Use 
it primarily along with and in combination with 
other instruments. You can read how these 
instruments augment each other in the manual 
that accompanies this digital toolkit 'Having 
children, what does that involve?'. 
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