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I have been 
advocatIng 
for Maura for 
years and thIs 
project Is a part 
of that, where 
I can proMote 
all that Maura 
can do... I thInk 
there are 
faMIlIes out 
there who 
would want to 
hear about all 
she has done

D
own syndrome is a condition that affects 
people in such different ways, and often, the 
individual’s family are the ones who best 
know and see all that they are capable of in 
spite of their challenges. To the wider public, it 
is rare to get a glimpse into the world of a per-
son with Down syndrome. Maura Ryan, affec-
tionately known as Molly at home, is a creative 

and diligent young woman from Cappamore in Limerick 
who absolutely loves dogs. She is a positive person, and 
likes to tell people that her morning mantra is, “wake up 
every morning and tell yourself ‘I can do this’”. Maura 
is 29, and unfortunately three years ago her day service 
was reduced to part-time, and so her family had to step 
up more to care for her. Her sister Caitriona, a second-
ary school teacher, while working towards fixing the 
situation for Maura which is a slow road, wanted to also 
find a way of occupying Maura at home that would help 
develop her skills. “Necessity was very much the mother 
of invention in this case. I have been advocating for her 
for a number of years, and when this gap occurred in her 
care I wanted to fill that time with something meaningful 
for her. We knew her day care situation wasn’t going to 
change anytime soon unfortunately, so in the meantime 
we had to make our own sunshine,” Caitriona says. “But 
maybe this is a twist of fate as it feels like something bet-
ter has come out of it.” 

Caitriona decided to build on Maura’s creativity and 
her love of dogs. “Maura has always loved making her 
own little homemade cards, and our dog Toto is spoiled at 
home so I put two and two together. Last year we started 
making cards for dog lovers at home, but when we gave 
them to friends and family the response was so good, they 
all wanted to know where we got the cards,” Caitriona 
says. “Going by that response we decided to take it up 
a grade and create our own line of dog-themed cards. I 
approached a local graphic designer called Lion Prints in 
Cashel, and Maura and I went in for a business meeting.” 
The world of meetings and business was all very new for 
Maura, but she found it really exciting. “Maura loved the 
idea of going in to discuss her business, which we called 
Molly’s Cards, and she put the meeting in her calendar 
and spent time getting ready for it.” 

to unleash 
your potentIal

Caitriona and her sister Maura, who has Down syndrome, started a small card business 
together as a brilliant way for Maura to build her social skills. Ahead of World Down Syndrome 

Day on 21 March, they share what it’s like to see Maura’s confidence grow, and to give the
public the chance to see what people with Down syndrome are capable of

WHAt it feels liKe

They decided to design a range of 
21 cards, which is a nod to Trisomy 
21, the scientific name for Down 
syndrome. Since starting last sum-
mer, they have eight bestsellers, with 
phrases such as ‘Always kiss your dog 
goodnight’, ‘All you need is love and 
a dog’, and ‘When I needed a hand I 
found your paw’. They created a logo, 
a paw print inside a heart, to go on 
each card. “There was also the practi-
cal element too, so the cards arrive flat 
packed and Maura looks after every-
thing, she folds them, packages them 
and labels them so they are ready to 
go,” Caitriona says. “Then when we 
are setting up a pop-up in a shop, she loves setting up the 
stand and is really proud of how she displays the cards.” 

Their first pop-up shop happened at a Super Valu in 
nearby Cashel in Tipperary last summer. “I approached 
Super Valu about the idea and Ray the manager invited 
me and Maura in for a business meeting. Straight away 
they loved the idea, and they gave us a leg up by sponsor-
ing a banner for us. I have been funding all this myself, 
so I couldn’t afford to spend a couple of hundred euro 
on a banner, so it was really lovely to receive that and it 
really got us started,” Caitriona says. 

Maura and Caitriona continued their pop-ups at Super 
Valus, dog groomers and pet shops in Limerick and Tipper-
ary, and even their local pharmacy offered to take a stock 
of cards. Maura enjoys the day out and all that is involved 
in having her own business. “I like preparing for our trips 
and wearing our matching T-shirts with my logo on it. I 
like spending time with my sister,” Maura says. “When 
customers come over I introduce myself, and show people 
my collection. When I get home I tell my mam all about my 
day, and I like looking at the photos on my Facebook page, 
Molly’s Cards.” The project has given Maura a sense of 
confidence too. “My sister helped me with a presentation 
so I can show people all the things I have done, like meet-
ing the manager Ray, it makes me feel independent. I like 

telling people I am a businesswoman 
too.” Caitriona sees the great effect it 
has on her and encourages Maura to 
challenge herself. “When people come 
over to us and have questions I always 
direct them to Maura. When we told 
her speech therapist about the project 
she was delighted, as it gives Maura 
an opportunity to practise skills. She 
gets to practise her greeting lines and 
being assertive, so she shakes hands 
and says ‘nice to meet you’. She gets 
to practise word pronunciation and 
new phrases, like our slogan ‘Unleash-
ing potential’,” Caitriona says. “There 
are also things like making eye contact 
and speaking louder, which you and I 
take for granted but adults with Down 
syndrome need to work on a bit. Any 
profits from the cards we put towards 
her speech therapy sessions. She goes 
twice a month and it is subsidised, but 
it’s great to help contribute towards 
that cost.” 

The business has surpassed their 
expectations, and is something they 
want to develop more during the 
summer. “It is addressing a need, but 
now even if she did end up getting 
a full-time care service we would 
definitely keep this up too. People tell 
us we should make it bigger and get 
a website, but right now I think the 
magic of all this is the personal touch 
with Maura, and that people get to 
engage with her,” Caitriona says. 
“I have been advocating for Maura 
for years and this project is a part of 
that, where I can promote all that 
Maura can do. That’s why I helped 
her put together the presentation of 
all she has achieved. I think there are 
families out there who would want to 
hear about all she has done, I think 
it’s innovative and it’s a powerful 
story. I think parents of babies and 
children with Down syndrome would 
like to hear about what Maura has 
achieved.” It’s also been a way for the 
wider public to get a new perspective 
on Down syndrome. “It is the nature 
of these things that people don’t 
always see the full picture and all that 
a person with Down syndrome can 
do. When people approach us some-
times they don’t even acknowledge 
that she has Down syndrome, they’re 
so interested in the cards which is 
great and as it should be. There are 
so many dog lovers out there! But a 
lot of people don’t get to see the full 
potential that people with special 
needs have and it’s so beneficial for 
them to interact with Maura. We’re 
hoping to go beyond Limerick and 
Tipperary this year, and engage with 
Down syndrome centres to share 
Maura’s story.” J


