
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

     
   

   
 

    

What is Stillbirth? Healthcare Professional 
Support 

A fetal death is the death of  a baby in utero 
before delivery. Both miscarriage and stillbirth 
are terms used to describe the loss of  a pregnan-
cy in utero; however, they are used to describe 
losses occurring at different gestational ages. 
There are no universally accepted criteria for 
when a fetal death is called a stillbirth in the U.S., 
a stillbirth generally refers to a loss at or after 20 
weeks of  gestation. If  the gestational age is un-
known, the birth weight is often used in defining 
stillbirth. 

Generally speaking, the causes for stillbirth fall 
into one of  three categories: 

Birth defects or abnormalities in the baby 

Problems related to the placenta and 
umbilical cord 

Maternal illnesses and other conditions 
that affect pregnancy

t
 
t
 
t

 

t

 

ov
er

vi
ew


 

Each year in the United States 
approximately 25,000 babies are stillborn. 

Stillbirths account for almost 50% of  all 
perinatal mortality in this country. 

Stillbirths occur almost 10 times more 
often than Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 
(SIDS). 

Approximately 1% of  all births are stillborn. 
There is also a significant racial disparity; 
mothers of  black race have almost three 
times the rate of  stillbirths compared to 
mothers of  white race. 

Stillbirth is a tragic event that can leave mothers 
and family members overwhelmed with emotion. 
But often parents have questions that remain 
unanswered. They want to know why it happened 
and if  it could happen again. Helping parents 
understand as much as possible about what 
happened to their baby can be an integral part 
of  the grieving process. 

This is where you can help. Talking with the 
family about the importance of  a thorough 
evaluation of  the stillborn child can often ease this 
transition and provide valuable answers in the 
healing process. Every family deserves the 
opportunity to discuss the specifics of  their loss 
to help them decide which, if  any, tests they 
would like to have done. 

Family members are often devastated and 
bewildered following such a tragic and unexpected 
loss. Health care providers should be sensitive to 
these feelings while still explaining the importance 
of  an evaluation. This will allow the family to make 
an informed decision. 


