
What is MSS?
MSS is a blood test available to

all pregnant women in

On t a r i o. MSS measures four

d i f f e rent hormones that have

been produced by the baby’s

l i ver and the placenta. T h e s e

h o rmones pass into the mother’s

blood stream in small amounts.

MSS measures these amounts

and compares them to the

a ve rage level for women in the

same week of pre g n a n c y. Fro m

this information, the chance of

a baby having trisomy 18,

Down syndrome, or open

n e u ral tube defect (spina

bifida) is calculated.
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It is important to be aware that eve ry
p regnant couple in the general population
has a 2-3% risk of having a baby with a
b i rth defect. While normal results of
p renatal testing are reassuring, they do
not guarantee the birth of a healthy baby.



WH AT I S M S S ?
MSS is a blood test available to all pregnant women in
On t a r i o. MSS measures four different hormones that
h a ve been produced by the baby’s liver and the placenta.
These hormones pass into the mother’s blood stream in
small amounts. MSS measures these amounts and
c o m p a res them to the average level for women in the
same week of pre g n a n c y. From this information, the
chance of a baby having trisomy 18, Down syndro m e ,
or open neural tube defect (spina bifida) is calculated.

WH AT DO E S SC R E E N PO S I T I V E ME A N?
A screen positive result means the chance of the baby
having an open neural tube defect is incre a s e d
c o m p a red to other pregnancies. Only further testing
can tell if the baby really has an open neural tube
defect. When the maternal serum screen is scre e n
p o s i t i ve for an open neural tube defect, most times the
b a by is healthy and does not have a neural tube defect.

WH AT I S A N OPE N NE U R A L TU B E
DE F E C T?
Open neural tube defects happen when the brain or
spine does not develop pro p e r l y. T h e re are two kinds of
open neural tube defects - spina bifida and anencephaly.

Spina bifida is an opening in the bones around the
spinal cord. It usually invo l ves the skin and tissues
a round the spinal cord. This can result in a range of
outcomes for the baby. Usually there is some we a k n e s s
or paralysis of the legs. T h e re may also be pro b l e m s
with bowel and bladder control as well as other
medical problems such as hyd rocephalus (an
accumulation of fluid around the brain). In most cases
h yd rocephalus can be treated, but the problem with
the spinal cord cannot be fixed. T h e re is no way to tell
h ow serious the physical problems might be or whether
or not the person will have mental disabilities.

With anencephaly the brain and back of the baby’s
skull are incompletely formed. This condition is not
compatible with life and babies who have anencephaly
a re often stillborn or die shortly after birt h .

WH AT DO E S T H E RI S K NU M B E R ME A N?
You can ask your health care provider to give you yo u r
risk figure that is written down on the re p o rt. Fo r
example, the result might show that your chance of yo u r
b a by having an open neural tube defect is 1:100.
Another way to look at this is that your chance of yo u r
b a by N OT being affected with a neural tube defect is 
99 out of 100.

YO U R RE S U LT I S SC R E E N PO S I T I V E F O R A N
OPE N NE U R A L TU B E DE F E C T – WH AT
HA P PE N S NE XT?
The first step your health care provider will take is to
check your pregnancy date. If you have not had an
ultrasound, one will be suggested to find out if the
p regnancy is as far along as you thought.

If the dates of the ultrasound are different by more
than 10 days, the result will be recalculated. T h e
recalculated result might or might not be positive .

You will be offered a detailed ultrasound to look at the
shape of the spinal bones and the skull of the baby. An
ultrasound can see some of the reasons why the re s u l t
was positive. It cannot see all the problems a baby
might have. An ultrasound will find most cases of
neural tube defects but can miss some.

If the ultrasound does not show the reason for the
p o s i t i ve result, you can consider having amniocentesis
to find out if the baby has an open neural tube defect.
Be f o re having amniocentesis, more counselling will be
a vailable to yo u .

WH AT I S ULT R A S O U N D?
Sound waves are used to create a picture of the
d e veloping baby. This allows the specialists to look at
the baby on a television monitor. Ultrasound is
c o n s i d e red to be safe for a baby and mother.

WH AT I S AM N I O C E N T E S I S?
Amniocentesis is a test done to obtain a sample of the
amniotic fluid surrounding the baby. It invo l ves the
i n s e rtion of a needle through the woman’s abdomen
into the uterus and the re m oval of a small amount of
the fluid. Ultrasound is used to locate the position of
the placenta and the baby, and to decide on the best
“p o c k e t” of the amniotic fluid to sample. T h e re is
about a 1/200 or 0.5% chance of miscarriage
associated with this pro c e d u re. 

Amniocentesis can detect most neural tube defects by
measuring the amount of a substance called alpha
f e t o p rotein (AFP) in the amniotic fluid. If the AFP is
e l e vated, the fluid is tested for acetylcholinesterase
( AChE). This substance usually is not found in the
fluid unless the baby has open spina bifida. Mo s t
times, results are available in about 2 we e k s .


