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Challenging the Stigma Around Stillbirth:
Sharing Stories as Awareness

Stella Nguerebamba, 38 years old, is a Save the Children midwife working at Bambari Regional

Hospital. "We have many mothers who come here to give birth as all the local health posts refer

pregnant women showing complications to this hospital. Some women travel as far as 60km to give

birth - often on the back of a motorbike along bumpy roads. But despite the distance it is really

important that these women are not giving birth alone in their homes where there is no one to help

them if something goes wrong Just this morning a woman walked 25km to give birth here. She was

already fully dilated when she left her village and still hadn't delivered when she eventually arrived.

She was exhausted and unfortunately when the baby came it was already dead The problem is that

pregnant women here often wait until they are having regular contractions before thinking about
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Most of us know someone who has experienced the devastation of stillbirth. You might not be aware

that you know them. You might think stillbirths only ever happen in developing countries, due to lack

of healthcare quality and access. Or that they are unpreventable. Or that they are so rare that it only

accounts for a negligible fraction of the global burden of disease. These misconceptions are often

used to silence affected families and justify the expectations that they should just “get over it”.

The stigma around stillbirth is so powerful that most bereaved parents will tell you how difficult they

find to be allowed to talk about their children, their loss and grief. Even if some are lucky enough to

find compassionate ears and support, this usually comes with an expiration date. Stillbirth and

associated grief as ongoing conversation topics, even with healthcare professionals, is often met

with uncomfortable and even disapproving looks.

Yet, about 3 months after my son’s stillbirth, when I told my story at a friends’ lunch, a guest felt

authorized to speak about her stillborn daughter to her long-time friends for the very first time. A

few weeks later, after being denied official registration of my stillborn son by my embassy, because

of a legal time-frame, the ambassador herself replied to my email with her own story of stillbirth.

A year ago, I was offered the amazing opportunity of telling my stillbirth story at two side events at

the World Health Assembly in Geneva, Switzerland. The thought of being able to tell my story, both

as a bereaved parent and a healthcare professional, to an audience filled of leading global health

representatives, immediately filled me with a sense of purpose. But more importantly, it gave me

legitimacy.

As soon as I started talking about my contribution at the 70th WHA, there was a subtle but

noticeable/marked change in how my enduring insistence on talking about stillbirth was greeted

among friends and family. The message was clear: If the World Health Organization was interested

in hearing about it, stillbirth had to be a real public health and human rights issue, not just a rare,

unpreventable, negative pregnancy outcome. From then on, I have felt that I was finally given the all-

clear, an official, unlimited, authorization to speak about stillbirth.

This is why giving stillbirth a place at global health events is so important, be it personal testimonials

from bereaved parents, healthcare workers, public health experts, scientists, policy-makers or global

health stakeholders.

coming to the hospital - but this is too late. We are teaching communities to come now as soon as the

contractions start as that time can mean absolutely everything Since Save the Children arrived in

Bambari we have made so much progress. By providing free health care, medicines and food we're

seeing the number of pregnant women delivering at home really reducing. I am so proud of what we

are achieving here."



Following my statement at the WHA, the event moderator, a high ranking WHO representative, felt

compelled to share his own mother’s story of stillbirth with the audience. Not only did I get a chance

to tell my story and raise stillbirth awareness as a global health issue, it also gave him a

chance/opportunity to open up about his own stillbirth story. By doing so, publicly and at a major

global health event, we both contributed to giving stillbirth a place on the global agenda and

hopefully gave a strong signal to the world that it is ok and important to talk about stillbirth, that

stillbirth affects us all in some way.

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.

The Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group 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 hannah-

jayne.blencowe@lshtm.ac.uk or shleisher@aol.com to learn more, or 
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