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Coping with bereavement
Suzy Colebeck, NCT antenatal teacher and tutor, describes ways for practitioners to prepare for supporting 
parents who have experienced or in some cases will go on to experience bereavement and loss  
We face a dichotomy when working with 
parents: we want people to be prepared for 
the unexpected whilst also feeling excited 
and positive about their future as parents.  
Many of us have had the experience of 
parents asking, after they have had their 
babies, ‘Why didn’t you tell us that…………
could happen?’  
A few statistics can provide context:
• Each year in the UK over 6,500 babies 

die just before, during or soon after 
birth.1 

• The ONS reports that 778,805 babies 
were born alive in the UK in 2013, which 
means that less than 1% of babies are 
stillborn.2

• 1 in 370 babies die in the neonatal period 
(within the first four weeks of life) 1

• More than 40,000 women each year 
discover through antenatal testing 
that their babies are at risk of a serious 
abnormality.3

NCT practitioners work with people who 
have or will experience loss, including the 
death of a parent or a spouse, redundancy, 
depression – postnatal or antenatal - 
relationship problems or issues arising from 
their changing roles.  

We try to get the balance right so that we 
gently help parents to consider how to deal 
with the unexpected without increasing 
their anxieties.  Some ways in which you 
might do this are: 
• Agony aunt scenarios - these can be 

tailored to meet your needs and prompt 
small groups to talk about the needs of 
the parents involved and the support 
required.  I have used this approach 
to incorporate discussions about 
prematurity, disability, depression and 
problems in spousal relationships in 
a safe and low-key way.  People may 
choose to share more in a small group, 
which can be very supportive.

• The same activities can help parents to 
consider both their expectations and 
the ‘what if’ scenario.  Photographs of 
babies in special care or with conditions 
such as Down’s syndrome or cleft lip and 
palate can help to provoke discussions.  
Activities that prompt thoughts about 
a baby’s needs (including feeding) can 
also help parents to reflect on their own 
needs and how to adapt and look after 
themselves and their relationships.  
They may recall the roles of their own 
parents, which can be emotional but 
useful for creating the space in which to 
safely consider their feelings.

• Sharing stories about how how the 
lives of new parents differ from their 
expectations. 

NCT practitioners may wish to prepare for 
having to handle unexpected emotional 
issues arising in classes or in encounters 
with parents after the birth.  Practitioners 
have found it helpful to:
• Attend the ‘loss’ study day, to explore 

activities, your needs and theory around 
grief and loss; or take the ‘Understanding 
Loss’ module in order to gain a deeper 
understanding of the topic.

• Read a really accessible book such 
as ‘On death and dying’ by Elizabeth 
Kubler-Ross (Latest edition 2011) which 
covers different models of grieving 
and the thoughts of people who have 
experienced grief.

• Create a list of local organisations for 
signposting parents to, and national 
ones such as BLISS and SANDS.

• Practice phrases that may enable you 
to manage the sometimes difficult and 
emotional moment in a group setting 
when the unexpected arises -  phrases 

such as, ‘That must be really difficult for 
you,’ or ‘I am so sorry that happened 
to you.’  A phrase or two that feels 
congruent can give you time to plan 
what to do or say next.  

• Take support from other practitioners, 
students and tutors who have been 
in the situation as you. This can help 
you feel comfortable and able to move 
forward.

• Remember to consider your own 
personal boundaries and limitations and 
refer parents to their GP, counsellors 
and bereavement charities rather than 
try to ‘fix all’ yourself.

Help: NCT’s Shared Experiences Helpline 
supports parents during pregnancy, birth 
and early parenthood. To access, call 
0300 330 0700 (Mon - Fri , 9am – 7pm). 

References 
1. Sands. Why babies die. Available from: www.uk-sands.org/

why-babies-die 

2. Office for National Statistics. Births in England and Wales 
2013. Available from: bit.ly/BirthStats2013_EngWales  

3. Antenatal Results and Choices. Available from:  
www.arc-uk.org

During an NCT Signature antenatal course, one woman’s partner disclosed to the group the recent 
loss of her mother and how proud he was of how she was coping during her pregnancy.   Another 
woman then revealed that she was in a similar position.  The group became emotional and we 
stopped and took the time to express and share the feelings.  At the postnatal reunion they were 
such a bonded group and the first bereaved woman took me to one side to say that her experience 
with NCT, and the support and friendship she had gained, was more than she had ever hoped for.
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