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Bereavement Care in the Time of Corona

A post from the Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group stillbirths series by Marc Harder, Sands UK

“There are things you only do for love” (Gabriel García Márquez, Love in the Time of Cholera)

https://healthynewbornnetwork.org/


The rapid onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has thrust the importance of care around death and the

dying to the front of our collective global consciousness. Daily media reports have highlighted not

only the statistics and science behind the pandemic, but more importantly, the moving, real-life

stories of those individuals who have died, often in isolation, as a result of the deadly virus.

The sudden grief and desolation that unexpected death can bring, and the importance of sensitive

care that loved ones require immediately after it, are themes which have been at the heart of the

development of the UK’s  for pregnancy and baby loss.

Inconsistency between hospitals in the ways in which families have been historically cared for in the

UK led to the creation of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Baby Loss in 2016. As a result of its

work, and supported by the UK Government’s Department of Health & Social Care, the NBCP began

in 2017 with the primary objective of improving the quality and consistency of bereavement care. As

it turns out, the foundations laid by the project in 2017 are now providing resilience and structure to

the health sector’s response to bereaved families during the pandemic.

In late 2017, Sands and its project partners, alongside representative parent groups, released five

“pathways” (clear guidance explaining steps healthcare professionals should take to provide

elements of care), on miscarriage, termination of pregnancy for fetal anomaly (TOPFA), stillbirth,

neonatal death and sudden unexpected death in infancy (SUDI). These resources were piloted in 11

hospital sites spread across England, with a further 21 added in 2018. In May 2019, the final

 highlighted the huge progress made against the project objectives of

impact and effectiveness, with improvements validated by parents and professionals.

Given the success of the pilot, the Government agreed that the roll-out programme for England

should begin immediately afterwards, and a further 34 sites have subsequently joined up. This

means that around 50% of England sites have now adopted the NBCP, covering all five individual

pathways. A parallel project in Scotland is also currently being piloted by five hospital boards ahead

of a planned national roll-out.

The pathways are centred around nine core bereavement care standards, developed by parents and

professionals during the pilot phase. Not only do these align with the  project (a global

study for consensus on bereavement care after stillbirth), but most of these would equally apply in

other areas of bereavement care during the current crisis. The core standards are:

Ensuring that bereaved parents:

Have the opportunity to create memories;

Have access to a bereavement room;

Are given informed options (such as post-mortem, funeral);

Ensuring that healthcare professionals:

Are supported to access suitable bereavement care training;

Have the right resources, including psychological personal support;

Have a Bereavement Lead in their Hospital Trust/organisation who is coordinating

bereavement care;
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Ensuring that there is:

A coherent bereavement care plan in place;

Strong communication between departments and units;

A clear pathway to mental and emotional health support signposted by the hospital.

More recently, at Sands we have adjusted the focus of our work to specifically support Healthcare

professionals (HCPs) during the COVID-19 crisis.

To that end, we have provided specific, COVID-19 related updated advice and guidance on our 

and NBCP webpages in  and , collating information from a number of Royal Colleges

and other national leaders, in order to help healthcare professionals care more effectively for

parents, including after a death.

As part of this guidance, Sands and its partners are encouraging healthcare professionals to maintain

these nine bereavement care standards during the pandemic. Their relevance during the pandemic is

reflected by feedback and qualitative evidence, for instance a recent  on

#babylosshour which concluded that the minimum level of bereavement care families need during

the pandemic includes:

1. Compassionate care:

A supportive, family-centred approach;

Acknowledgement of their loss and of individual responses to grief and trauma;

Recognition of parenthood and the opportunity to make memories with their baby;

2. Excellent communication:

Empathetic communication;

Informed choice about birth options and options after death;

A robust review using the  and with parental engagement;

Signposting to physical, practical and psychological support;

3. Trained and supported staff:

NBCP materials and Sands learning resources shared with staff;

Psychological support for staff.

We have also adapted our face-to-face training on the NBCP to , and these

complement the  on bereavement care created in 2019.

Despite the unprecedented times in which we are living, our focus remains to save babies’ lives,

provide support to bereaved families, and to help healthcare professionals provide effective care for

those whose baby has died.

With families separated and grieving individuals isolated by the pandemic, it’s more crucial than ever

that we all remain focused on supporting the best possible Bereavement Care in the Time of Corona.
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This post from a member of the Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group (SAWG) reflects the

perspective of the author alone; it does not represent the views of the SAWG.

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Marc is a member of the Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group which was founded by the Partnership for

Maternal, Newborn and Child Health, and is co-chaired by the International Stillbirth Alliance and the

London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine. Email co-chairs Hannah Blencowe or Susannah Leisher

at  or   to learn more, or contact ISA  to express

your interest.
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