
 

Stillbirth rates have increased significantly,
although spontaneous stillbirth rates have
not
8 April 2013

The rate of stillbirths in British Columbia, Canada,
increased by 31% over a decade, although the rate
of spontaneous stillbirths did not increase,
according to a study published in CMAJ (Canadian
Medical Association Journal). 

Stillbirth rates, which had been declining for
decades, have increased or plateaued in several 
industrialized countries. For example, rates in
Australia have increased from 7.0 per 1000 total
births in 2000 to 7.8 per 1000 in 2009 and in
Canada, rates have increased from 6.0 per 1000
total births in 2000 to 7.1 per 1000 in 2009. The
United States, United Kingdom and New Zealand
have also seen rates increase or plateau.

"The prevention of stillbirth through early delivery
of the compromised fetus is considered the
cornerstone of modern obstetrics," writes Dr. K.S.
Joseph, Department of Obstetrics and
Gynaecology and School of Population and Public
Health, University of British Columbia, with
coauthors. "The recent trends in stillbirth rates are
therefore disquieting given developments in fetal
surveillance techniques, increased monitoring of
high-risk pregnancies and simultaneous increases
in obstetric intervention."

To understand the reasons for these recent
increases, BC researchers looked at data on all
stillbirths of 20 weeks' gestation or older in the
province from 2000 to 2010. There were 461 083
live births and 3991 stillbirths in the 10-year period.
The rate of stillbirths increased 31%, from 8.08 per
1000 total births in 2000 to 10.55 per 1000 in 2010.
Stillbirths among fetuses under 500 g birth weight
increased significantly, from 2.36 per 1000 total
births to 2.84 per 1000 but decreased from 2.73 to
1.95 per 1000 total births in the 1000-g or heavier
category. Stillbirths before 22 weeks' gestation
increased from 2.71 per 1000 total births to 3.71

per 1000. The study found that the increase in
stillbirth rates was due to increases in prenatal
diagnosis and pregnancy termination of fetuses
with congenital anomalies or other reasons.

"Increases in pregnancy terminations were
responsible for the increases observed in stillbirth
rates from 2000 to 2010 and were associated with
declines in the prevalence of congenital
abnormalities among live-born infants," write the
authors.

After excluding stillbirths due to pregnancy
terminations, the researchers found a non-
significant decline in the rate of spontaneous
stillbirths.

They suggest that "advances in, and increased
uptake of, prenatal diagnosis are having a
population-level impact on the timing of death and
the gestational age at delivery of fetuses with
congenital anomalies."

On the other hand, the researchers identified
archaic stillbirth registration rules that place an
undue psychosocial burden on mothers and
families. "Legal requirements for stillbirth
registration add unnecessary stress to grieving
parents and should be revamped," says Cheryl
Davies, an author of the study and Vice-President,
Ambulatory Programs at the Women's Hospital and
Health Centre of British Columbia.

"Future research examining temporal trends and
regional variations in stillbirth rates should focus
separately on spontaneous stillbirths and those due
to pregnancy termination," they conclude. 

  More information:
www.cmaj.ca/lookup/doi/10.1503/cmaj.121372
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