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Stillbirths

From invisibility to visibility: Global
initiatives make progress in incorporating
stillbirths into their publications

Hamsatou Adamou, 18 ans, fille mère a l’âge de 15 ans« J’étais au CM2 dans une école Franco-arabe

où je préparais mon CFEPD. Malheureusement, n’ayant pas d’acte de naissance, je n’ai pas pu

constituer de dossier comme les autres candidats. Du coup, j’ai été renvoyée de l’école. J’ai une petite

fille de 3 ans qui vit avec son père. J’aime son père mais il a un défaut, c’est un ivrogne et quand il est

ivre, il n’est pas du tout commode car il lui arrive de me frapper. Ma famille veut que je l’épouse pour

vivre au plus près de ma fille mais j’ai peur de vivre avec un tel homme. Depuis 2007, j’apprends à faire
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A post from the Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group stillbirths series by Paula Quigley

In 2016,  presented a call to action to end

preventable stillbirths by 2030. One simple action was for global partners to appropriately integrate

stillbirths in women’s and children’s health initiatives, action plans, programs, publications and

monitoring. A mapping of women’s and children’s health initiatives and related publications between

2011-2015, conducted for the series, demonstrated the failure to consistently and meaningfully

include stillbirths in the post-2015 health agenda.

In an effort to track progress, members of the  conducted a

similar analysis looking at the year 2018 to see if key maternal and newborn health (MNH) resources

contained references to stillbirths. The resources include strategic plans, progress reports,

guidelines and several special commissions. Criteria considered and resources included are listed

below.

Overall, we are pleased to note that attention to stillbirths seem to be gradually increasing since last

measured in 2016. Out of 22 resources examined, 16 made reference to stillbirths, and some

extensively so. We believe this indicates good progress in acknowledging the burden of stillbirths

and in tackling the silence so often associated with these largely preventable deaths.

We are encouraged by the leadership shown by UNICEF and WHO in taking steps to address this

important issue in 2018. The UNICEF/WHO’s , the WHO

guidelines on , 

 and the joint statement on 

 are all examples of this. These resources integrate references to

stillbirths throughout and provide good examples of how countries can improve the recording of

stillbirths and put in place measures to enhance the quality of care during pregnancy and childbirth

to help prevent these deaths. The UNICEF  report features a section on stillbirths

and the WHO ‘Guidelines on health policy and system support to optimize community-based health

worker programmes’ references the value of community health workers in helping to reduce

stillbirths.

2018 also saw important opportunities for the demonstration of global commitment to maternal and

newborn health, including improving the coverage and quality of MNH services. 

, the Partnership for Maternal, Newborn and Child Health (PMNCH) 2018

report on , the 2018 

, the Guttmacher-Lancet Commission on 

 and the joint WHO-UNICEF  all

de la couture. Après mon diplôme, j’espère monter un atelier de couture, ce qui me permettra de

devenir autonome financièrement. »

The Lancet’s Ending preventable stillbirth series

Stillbirth Advocacy Working Group

‘Every Newborn Progress Report’

‘Intrapartum care for a positive childbirth experience’ UNICEF guidelines on

conducting perinatal death reviews ‘Defining competent maternal and

newborn health professionals’

‘Every Child Alive’

The Countdown

2030 progress report

Commitments to the Every Woman Every Child (EWEC) Strategy Independent

Accountability Panel report ‘Accelerating progress – sexual

and reproductive health and rights for all’ Survive and Thrive report
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include reference to stillbirths, and the WHO network on quality of care 

(QED) includes the reduction of stillbirths in its strategic goals.

It is encouraging to note that two out of three major global publications in 2018 on quality of health

care make specific reference to stillbirths in relation to improving antenatal care quality (the 

) and to enhancing community level demand for quality

health care (the National Academy of Sciences – 

). The third publication, from WHO, Organisation for Economic Co-operation

and Development (OECD) and the World Bank on , does not

specifically reference stillbirths, but does make multiple references to improving the quality of

maternal and newborn care.

Despite this progress, there is still much work to do. The lack of inclusion of any reference to

stillbirths in some of these resources is a serious gap. For example, neither of the new  or

 Strategic Plans 2018-2021 mention stillbirths, although both agencies are very actively

working to improve the quality of maternal health care and, therefore, reduce stillbirths. The UN

 for 2018 also failed to make

any reference to stillbirths despite ongoing efforts to include these data in mortality estimates.

Furthermore, the UNICEF report on  does not mention

stillbirths; neither does the Joint UN ,

although it has many references to MNH. While the inclusion of reduction of stillbirths in the WHO

QED network is commendable, there is no further detail mentioned in the elaboration of strategic

objectives or the logical framework model. In WHO’s 

, there is also limited reference to stillbirths. Finally, the 

 on commitments to EWEC notes that only 5% of commitments include a reference to

reducing stillbirths and that progress in reducing stillbirths is slower than progress in reducing

maternal or under-five mortality. These gaps belie the strong efforts being made in countries by the

UN agencies and others to address the root causes of stillbirths and highlight the ongoing need for

greater consistency across the wide range of resources published.

Family planning is a widely acknowledged contributor to improved maternal health and the

consequent reduction of maternal and newborn mortality and stillbirths. Yet, none of these (mostly

preventable) deaths receive a mention in the . Again, this fails to

use all opportunities to emphasize the important links between good maternal health and potential

reductions in stillbirth rates.

As we move further into 2019, it is clear that, while we are making good progress, we still need to

continue advocating for greater attention to stillbirths and systematic inclusion of stillbirths in all

aspects of MNH and related resources.

Criteria and resources considered in analysis
Criteria for appropriate inclusion of stillbirth outlined in 

series:

‘Quality, Equity, Dignity’

Lancet

Commission on High Quality Health Systems

Crossing the Global Quality Chasm: Improving

Healthcare Worldwide

Delivering Quality Health Services

UNICEF

UNFPA

Inter-Agency Group for Child Mortality Estimation (UN-IGME) report

‘Progress for Every Child in the SDG Era’

Global Action Plan for Healthy Lives and Wellbeing for all

‘Recommendations on home-based records for

maternal, newborn and child health’ PMNCH

report

FP2020 progress report for 2018

The Lancet’s Ending preventable stillbirth

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/272612/9789241513951-eng.pdf?ua=1
https://www.thelancet.com/commissions/quality-health-systems?dgcid=etoc-edschoice_email_tlghhqss18
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https://www.unicef.org/publications/files/UNICEF_Strategic_Plan_2018-2021.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/18-044_UNFPA-SP2018-EN_2018-03-12-1244_0.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_103264.html
https://data.unicef.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/Progress_for_Every_Child_in_the_SDG_Era.pdf
https://www.who.int/sdg/global-action-plan
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241550352
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241550352
https://www.everywomaneverychild.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/commitments-report-2015-2017.pdf
https://www.everywomaneverychild.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/commitments-report-2015-2017.pdf
http://2018-2019progress.familyplanning2020.org/
http://www.thelancet.com/series/ending-preventable-stillbirths


acknowledge the burden of stillbirths

address actions needed to prevent stillbirths with high quality antenatal and intrapartum care

monitor stillbirths with a target or outcome indicator, or both.

List of resources review:





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 

Share this blog
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