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Abstract
Objectives—To describe the evaluation,
decision making, and care of children with
a complete atrioventricular septal defect
(CAVSD).
Study design—Retrospective study of 136
consecutive cases from 1970 to 1996.
Results—A total of 115 (85%) children had
Down’s syndrome. Denial of surgery with-
out obvious medical reasons was more
common in the early years, as was paren-
tal refusal of oVered surgery and institu-
tional care of the children. Improved
results in later years encouraged surgical
treatment for all these patients, but more
liberal attitudes towards patients with
Down’s syndrome preceded the improved
results. The use of echocardiography as a
screening method for all newborns with
Down’s syndrome made it possible to plan
for correction within the 1st months of
life.
Conclusions—Changing attitudes in soci-
ety and widespread use of echocardio-
graphy have significantly improved the
management of children with a CAVSD
and Down’s syndrome.
(Arch Dis Child 1999;81:151–154)
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Diagnosis and treatment of children with com-
plete atrioventricular septal defect (CAVSD)
have changed dramatically over the past few
decades. In most institutions, surgery is now
recommended at an early age and without pre-
vious palliative surgery.1 2 In the past few years,
the preoperative evaluation has been reported
to be limited to non-invasive studies, such as

two dimensional echocardiography and Dop-
pler ultrasound.3 4 Reports on preoperative
evaluation of CAVSD are few, as are reports on
protocols for cardiac evaluation of children
with Down’s syndrome. Our study describes
diagnostic measures and management of chil-
dren with CAVSD in our institution since
1970.

Materials and methods
All patients with CAVSD in our institution
between 1970 and 1996 were studied retro-
spectively. Relevant data were collected from
patient files. Cases with unbalanced CAVSD
(that is, severe underdevelopment of one of the
chambers) and patients with ventricular out-
flow obstructions or obstructions of the great
arteries were excluded. Two dimensional echo-
cardiography has been available in our unit
since 1983 (March), and colour Doppler has
been available since 1990 (August).

Statistical analyses included calculations of
95% confidence intervals (CI) between two
independent proportions. When three propor-
tions were compared, a Z-value of 2.40 was
used instead of 1.96. Where appropriate, Fish-
er’s exact test was used, and significance was
expressed in terms of a p value. Age at diagno-
sis over time was studied by means of a linear
regression model. Log (age) was set as the
dependent variable, and time was set as the
independent variable. Calculated diagnostic
median ages were determined at the end points
of the curve in 1970 and 1996. The ratios of the
median ages at end points were calculated to
see the diVerence in age at diagnosis between
patients with and without Down’s syndrome.
Standard deviation scores on weight and length
were determined using a Swedish standard
reference.5

Results
There were 136 patients with CAVSD, and
surgery was eventually performed on 106
(78%). Figure 1 shows the number of children
diagnosed each year and table 1 gives the
median age, length, and weight at diagnosis.

Of the 136 children, 115 (85%) had Down’s
syndrome, and one had trisomy of chromo-
some 18. The numbers of girls and boys were

Figure 1 Numbers of children with complete atrioventricular septal defect from 1970 to
1996.

14 

6

0

4
5

3

70

P
at

ie
n

ts

2
1

12

10
11

9

13

8
7

71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83 84
Year of diagnosis

85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

Table 1 Median age, length, and weight at diagnosis of
136 children with CAVSD

Median (range) SD median (range)

Age (days) 30 (1 to 4165)
Length (cm) 61 (40 to 126) −3 (−8 to 1.5)
Weight (kg) 5.5 (1.6 to 24.2) −3 (−8 to 2.5)
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similar in patients with Down’s syndrome, but
there were significantly more girls in the group
without Down’s syndrome (table 2).

Congenital heart defects in addition to
CAVSD were present in 69 patients (51%).
The most frequent defect was persistent ductus
arteriosus in 43 cases (32%). Seventeen
(12.5%) had more than one associated defect,
and the most common combination of inter-
current cardiac anomalies was persistent duc-
tus arteriosus and atrial septal defect (ASD)
secundum, which occurred in 12 patients
(9%). There was no significant diVerence in
the presence of additional ventricular septal
defects (VSDs) in patients with or without
Down’s syndrome (table 3).

Extracardiac malformations were found in
14 cases (10%). This condition was present in
about the same frequency in patients with (11
of 115) and without Down’s syndrome (three
of 21). Four patients had duodenal atresia, two
had pes equinovarus et adductus, two had
hydronephrosis, and one had rectal prolapse
(all patients with Down’s syndrome). Three
patients had oesophageal atresia (two of whom
had Down’s syndrome). One child had micro-
cephaly, and one had a malformation of the
sacrum, both of whom did not have Down’s
syndrome.

Median age at confirmation of diagnosis
decreased in the whole group from 210 days
between 1970 and 1980 to 10 days between
1991 and 1996. Analysis of calculated median
ages at diagnosis showed that children with
Down’s syndrome were diagnosed significantly
later in 1970 than were children without

Down’s syndrome. In 1970, the calculated
median age at diagnosis was 861 days in the
Down’s syndrome patient group, whereas it
was 56 days in children without Down’s
syndrome (95% CI for the ratio of median
ages, 3.13 to 76.10). In 1996, children with
Down’s syndrome were diagnosed earlier than
were children without Down’s syndrome, and
the calculated median ages were 4 days and 33
days, respectively (95% CI for the ratio of
median ages was reversed, 0.059 to 0.29).

Invasive studies were performed in 71
patients (52%), including left ventricular
angiography in 68 and right ventricular angio-
graphy in 47. The median value of Qp/Qs (the
relation between pulmonary blood flow to sys-
temic blood flow) in invasively studied patients
was 2.3 (range, 0.6–8). A steady decline in the
use of invasive preoperative study was seen
after 1986. Two dimensional echocardiography
was increasingly used as the only preoperative
diagnostic method after 1988. The diagnosis
was confirmed in our institution in all patients
until 1988. In 1996, only 14% of the patients
were diagnosed at our University Hospital
because most were diagnosed in county hospi-
tals (fig 2). All patients were finally evaluated in
our institution before surgery.

Diagnostic errors occurred in 19 patients.
These were persistent arterial ducts in seven
patients, ASD secundum in six, persistent left
caval veins in four, an apical VSD in one, and
one patient in whom a complete defect was
taken for a partial atrioventricular septal defect
(AVSD). The errors were found at surgery in
13 patients, at postoperative echocardiography
in two, at postoperative catheterisation in one,
and at postmortem examination in three. The
frequency of erroneous diagnosis did not differ
significantly between the two diagnostic meth-
ods (table 4).

Twenty eight children (21%) had no surgical
treatment. No child was denied surgery after
1980, except for one baby in 1990 with trisomy

Table 2 Sex of children with complete atrioventricular
septal defect

Girls Boys

Down’s syndrome 59/115 56/115
Non-Down’s syndrome 17/21 4/21

95% CI for diVerences in sex proportions between Down’s and
non-Down’s syndrome groups (0.105 to 0.488).

Table 3 Associated congenital heart defects in patients
with CAVSD

Heart defect Number (%)

PDA 43 (32)
ASD secundum 31 (23)
Persistent left caval vein 4 (3)
Apical VSD 4 (3)*
Aberrant right subclavian artery 2 (1)
Single coronary artery (left) 1 (0.7)

More than one congenital heart defect was found in 17 patients.
*Two patients without Down’s syndrome. Comparison between
Down’s syndrome and non-Down’s syndrome patients regard-
ing presence of additional VSD: Fisher’s exact test, p = 0.11.
ASD, atrial septal defect; PDA, persistent ductus arteriosus;
VSD, ventricular septal defect.

Table 4 Diagnostic errors and mode of investigation

Diagnostic method Error Proportion 95% CI for 3 proportions

Invasive 3/28* p1 −0.099 to 0.271 (p1:p2)
Echocardiography 12/62† p2 −0.060 to 0.261 (p2:p3)
Invasive and echocardiography 4/43‡ p3 −0.162 to 0.190 (p1:p3)

*One persistent ductus arteriosus (PDA) that had to be reoperated and two persistent left caval
veins.
†One apical ventricular septal defect (VSD) and one PDA that were reoperated. One
misinterpreted for a partial atrioventricular septal defect. Four PDA and five atrial septal defect
(ASD) secundum.
‡One PDA, one ASD secundum, and two persistent left caval veins.

Figure 2 Place of diagnosis in 136 children with complete
atrioventricular septal defect from 1970 to 1996.
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Table 5 Reasons for not performing surgery

Reason Number (%)

Considered impossible to correct 17 (61)*
Death before oVered surgery was performed 6 (21)
Parental refusal 4 (14)
Moved away 1 (4)

Surgery was not performed in 28 patients.
*Including one patient in 1990 with trisomy 18.
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of chromosome 18. Table 5 summarises the
reasons for denial of surgery. Presence of
Down’s syndrome influenced management
during the early years of our study period. A
significant proportion of children with Down’s
syndrome were not oVered surgery before
1981, in spite of a relatively low pulmonary
vascular resistance (Qp:Qs > 2.0),6 or without
shunt evaluation being performed. Parental
refusal of oVered surgery was also more
common before 1981 than after (table 6). A
significantly higher proportion of children with
CAVSD and Down’s syndrome were also living
apart from their biological mothers, and
institutional care from birth was more common
during the same time period (table 7).

Discussion
One limitation of retrospective studies on clini-
cal decision making covering a long time
period is that not all the information based on
the diVerent diagnostic methods is available for
every patient. Our patient population is skewed
in such a way that more patients with CAVSD
were evaluated in the latter period, which can
be explained by the centralisation of paediatric
cardiac surgery in Sweden to two centres,
including ours. Other factors explaining the
increased number of patients in recent years
may be a higher awareness of children with
congenital heart defects in general, better
organisation of paediatric cardiology services,
and improved surgical results. DiVerent atti-
tudes towards the treatment and care of
children with Down’s syndrome also may have
caused an uneven referral of children with
CAVSD and Down’s syndrome during our
study period.

Our main finding was the change in
diagnostic modes for children with CAVSD:
the use of invasive study ceased, and ultra-
sound became the sole method for confirma-
tion of diagnosis. This means that, in the latter
period, correction was oVered without preop-
erative evaluation of pulmonary vascular resist-
ance, because the risk of permanent pulmonary
vascular changes was considered to be small
within the 1st few months of life. The median
age at diagnosis was also significantly lower in
recent years. As the use of paediatric echo-

cardiography became widespread, a shift in the
place of diagnosis towards county hospitals was
seen. This has made possible echocardio-
graphic examination soon after birth in all chil-
dren with Down’s syndrome. This routine
screening reversed the relation in age at
diagnosis between children with and without
Down’s syndrome.

The basic diagnosis of CAVSD by two
dimensional echocardiography is considered to
be quite straightforward.7–9 Our findings of
relatively few diagnostic errors using ultra-
sound were in line with previous reports.3 4 10 In
our experience, CAVSD was mistakenly diag-
nosed as a partial defect in one case. The
opposite mistake has also been described.4 Per-
sistent ductus arteriosus was undiagnosed at
the preoperative evaluation in seven cases, this
error being confined to both the invasive
preoperative study and the two dimensional
echocardiography with colour Doppler. An
even more important issue is the risk of
undiagnosed additional muscular VSDs, be-
cause they may necessitate further open heart
surgery. Previous reports have shown that their
incidence varies from 1–10% in patients with
CAVSD.4 9 11 12 In several reports,3 10 13 addi-
tional VSDs remained undiagnosed preopera-
tively when using echocardiography with col-
our Doppler or invasive evaluation. Therefore,
a complementary invasive study has been
recommended if an additional VSD is
suspected.4 In our study, four patients (3%)
had additional muscular VSDs. Others have
reported that additional VSDs were more
common in children without Down’s
syndrome.14 This was not found to be the case
in our study. At present, we routinely add
immediate preoperative and postoperative
evaluation by transoesophageal echocardio-
graphy to detect additional muscular VSDs in
these patients.

Extracardiac malformations were seen in
10% of the children. The most frequently asso-
ciated malformations were found in the gastro-
intestinal system. This is not as common with
any other cardiac defect, but is consistent with
other reports on extracardiac malformations in
patients with CAVSD,15 and its connection to
Down’s syndrome is probably stronger than its
connection to the heart defect.16 Because only
life threatening conditions or obvious defects

Table 6 DiVerences in decision making before and after 1980 in children with CAVSD
and Down’s syndrome

1970–80 1981–96 p Value

Denial of surgery in spite of acceptable PVR*or without shunt
evaluation 4/28* 0/87 < 0.05

Acceptance of early correction without shunt evaluation 0/28 58/87 < 0.001
Parental refusal of oVered surgery 4/28 1/87 < 0.05

p Values, Fisher’s exact test.
*Qp/Qs was not evaluated in two patients; surgery was not considered an alternative
in spite of young age at diagnosis (3 months and 6 months, respectively).
PVR, pulmonary vascular resistance (Qp/Qs > 2:1).6

Table 7 Caregivers of children with CAVSD and Down’s
syndrome before and after 1980

Caregiver 1970–80 1981–96 p Value*

Institution 6/28 0/87 < 0.001
Foster parents 0/28 2/87 NS
Biological mother 22/28 85/87 < 0.05

*Fisher’s exact test.

Key messages
+ Attitudes towards evaluating and offering

surgery to Down’s syndrome patients
have changed

+ Echocardiography has made it possible
to screen all children with Down’s
syndrome within weeks of birth

+ Younger age at diagnosis improves the
chances of successful surgery while pul-
monary hypertension is still reversible

+ Echocardiography has decreased the role
of catheterisation as a preoperative inves-
tigation method
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were reported in our study, the prevalence of
other defects may have been underestimated.

Our finding of Down’s syndrome in 85% of
the children is similar to previous reports.17–20

There was no sex related diVerence among
children with Down’s syndrome and CAVSD
but, in children without Down’s syndrome, a
significantly higher proportion were girls; so far
as we know, this has not been reported before.
In a recent study, an excess of girls was seen,16

but children with incomplete AVSD and other
concomitant major heart defects had also been
included. In a family pedigree report, AVSD
was inherited as an autosomal dominant trait
with reduced penetrance, but this was not
associated with sex.21 In the same study, the
region of chromosome 21 associated with the
heart defect was excluded as a locus for the
malformation. These sex diVerences and inher-
itance findings imply that there are various
aetiological factors apart from the connection
to trisomy 21 involved in atrioventricular septal
defects.

In our report, surgery was more frequently
denied in the early study period, especially in
the presence of Down’s syndrome. This is con-
sistent with a report from 1985 in which refer-
ral for evaluation and treatment was made later
for children with Down’s syndrome than for
children without.22 In another study from
1989, the time before referral was comparable
between Down’s syndrome and non-Down’s
syndrome patient groups.23 In a 1995 study,
12% of all children with Down’s syndrome did
not live with their biological parents but were
waiting for adoption.24 In our report, there was
a change in parental attitudes and in the
general attitude of society regarding the care
and treatment of children with Down’s syn-
drome, demonstrated by the total disappear-
ance of institutional care after 1980. Parental
refusal of oVered surgery was also more
common in the early years of our study. The
change in attitudes clearly preceded the
improved surgical results seen in our institu-
tion since the early 1990s, when the hospital
(30 day) mortality rate decreased to only 3%.25

This reflects the development in our country of
a general attitude concerning the rights of chil-
dren with various disabilities having access to
equal social and medical treatment.
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