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Working with Parents6

Roz Starkey has twice had mothers in her
antenatal class whose pregnancies ended
in full-term stillbirth. The first mother’s
feelings of anger at the way she felt she’d
been treated by the branch led to Roz and
her colleagues taking steps to find out
how they could support parents more
effectively in future.

Every year, 6,500 babies are stillborn or
die within a month of life in the UK.
There’s a strong likelihood that most
antenatal teachers will, at some point in
their career, have parents in their class
whose baby dies, or who have
experienced the death of a baby in the
past – an experience that is almost
unimaginably painful. Ashleigh Corker,
whose second child was stillborn,
describes ‘walking out of the hospital with
empty arms aching for my baby’ and
being passed by excited families coming
to take their babies home. 

Feelings of isolation
Anger is a common response to the loss
of a baby, and in Roz’s case, the mother’s
anger was directed at her. On hearing of
the mother’s loss, the branch stopped
sending NCT communications to her – a
decision intended to show sensitivity to
her feelings. But it had the opposite effect,
says Roz: ‘Even though I had email
communication with her, she’d felt that
we’d cut her off. I think she almost felt
that we hadn’t acknowledged her as a
mum.’ 

Judith Schott, improving care manager
at the Stillbirth and Neonatal Death
Charity (Sands), says that many parents
experience this sense of being cut off
after they have lost a baby: ‘One of the
things that happens to parents is they get
very isolated – they’re thrown out of the
club that they’ve just joined, and their
status as parents has been whisked away,
particularly if it’s the first baby.’

Roz and her Huntingdon branch
colleagues talked to Sands about how
they could support parents through loss,
and drew up a checklist of how they
should respond in future. The list 

contained initial steps like identifying
someone to act as a main contact for the
parents, asking the parents if they would
like other class members to be informed
and offering practical help, as well as
longer-term steps like acknowledging
significant anniversaries. 

When another client lost her baby, Roz
and the branch offered her continuing
support over a long period. Almost all the
class members attended the funeral, and
Roz made sure that on each anniversary
of the baby’s death, she sent the parents
an email, and for the first couple of years,
paid a visit to the mother in person so that
she could reminisce about the baby and
talk about how she was feeling now. 

The importance of
listening
Letting parents talk about their baby is
one of the most helpful things you can do
as an antenatal teacher. All too frequently,
bereaved parents find either that other
people avoid them together or offer
platitudes such as ‘Things happen for a
reason’. What many parents want is simply
to have someone who will listen, says
Judith: ‘You can’t remove the pain and

grief of the loss, but you can avoid making
it worse by not saying things such as,
“Well, you can always have another” or
“You’re pregnant again, that’s great,”
which really means, “Thank God I don’t
have to worry about you any more.” ’

Some parents, says Judith, will direct
their anger at the health service. It’s
important, she says, to be ‘supportive but
neutral’ in that situation. Anger is part of
grief, and men in particular tend not to sit
around crying as much as women do, and
some may want to find out who’s to
blame.’ 

Sometimes the teacher bears the brunt
of the parent’s anger. When Judith was an
NCT teacher, a class member experienced
the death of a baby: ‘I was told that if I had
not called the baby a “baby” in the class
and referred to it as a “fetus”, she wouldn’t
feel as awful as she did now.’ Even
though Judith realised it wasn’t true, an
accusation like that can be very upsetting.

Supporting a bereaved parent can be
upsetting and painful for the teacher too,
particularly if it brings up memories of
losses she has experienced herself.  Her
own grief at a recent miscarriage made it
harder for Roz to support the first mother
as well as she’d have liked. Both Roz and
Judith emphasise the importance for
teachers of seeking support for
themselves from NCT colleagues or other
branch members.  

Supporting parents when a baby dies

Stillbirth and neonatal death are still common in the UK. Kim Thomas looks at how antenatal

teachers can offer help and support to parents who have experienced a devastating loss.

Sophia Mason and her daughter Chloe, who
was stillborn in 2009. Courtesy of Sands.

Resources

Sands (www.uk-sands.org) has several
useful leaflets, both for parents and
professionals:
• Saying Goodbye to your baby
• Support for you when your baby

dies
• For families and friends: how you

can help
• Mainly for fathers
• Pregnancy Loss and the Death of a

Baby: Guidelines for Professionals
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Sometimes, a class member will have
experienced a previous stillbirth or
neonatal death,  and, if the mother
mentions it in her application, it can be
helpful to ring her up beforehand and
discuss her concerns with her. ‘All
subsequent pregnancies are fraught with
fear and anxiety,’ says Judith. ‘Even after
the birth of a healthy baby there is
sometimes a renewal of grief for the baby

who died.’ Think carefully about how
certain topics are introduced in class,
suggests Ashleigh: ‘Antenatal classes can
be a nightmare as even the “Did you
breastfeed your last child?” or “How many
children do you have?” are questions that
can cause distress.’

Many of us feel helpless at the prospect
of supporting parents through loss. But
finding the courage to reach out and offer

help is the most important thing you can
do, says Judith: ‘One or two women who
came to my classes and whose babies
died have kept in touch for 20 or 30 years
afterwards. People don’t forget simple
kindness – they don’t forget the people
who stuck there and didn’t try to make
them feel better.’

In their own words
Four women talk about their experience
of losing a baby.

Samantha de Beer
Samantha’s son Jack was stillborn at 24
weeks. She is now training to be a
breastfeeding counsellor.

Q: Was there anything you found
particularly supportive in the way other
people responded to your loss?
A: I found people just listening to be most
helpful.  I made contact with Sands and
had a befriender with whom I could speak
or email.  It was very reassuring to talk to
someone who had had a similar
experience to me. I felt a lot more
understood and less isolated – as if I’d had
a neon sign over my head saying ‘Here is a
mother, but she has no baby’. Life quickly
gets back to normal for everyone around
you and it is difficult to reintegrate back
into normal life. Your emotions are on a
rollercoaster and overtake you frequently.
People who have not had the experience
and are living their usual lives do not
realise that this is happening to you.

Q: Was there anything that could have
been better about the support you
received, particularly from NCT?  
A: It would have been nice to have been
contacted at regular intervals –  it is
reassuring to know that people are
thinking of you, and not trying to fix you.
This is especially true when people are
open enough to admit that they might
not understand what you are going
through but they can listen and
empathise.

Ashleigh Corker
Ashleigh’s second son, Thomas, was
stillborn at 39 weeks. She is now a Sands
befriender.

Q: Was there anything you found
particularly supportive in the way other
people responded to your loss?
A: Personally I can remember the people
who looked me in the eye and said ‘he's
beautiful’ or ‘he looks like a Thomas, he
really suits his name’, the things that they
would say about live babies. After all, he
was my son who I loved and wanted to
share like any other mother. The midwives
held him as though he was the most
precious thing in the world, and our
natural reaction was to rock him in our
cradled arms. 

Q: Was there anything that could have
been better about the support you
received, particularly from NCT? 
A: Platitudes do not help. They can hurt so
deeply as no-one can understand the pain
of losing a child unless they have
experienced it themselves. To compare
my loss to someone else’s, whether it be a
miscarriage, stillbirth or neonatal death I
felt was insensitive; only someone who
had actually experienced a loss could try
and understand my pain. I would brace
myself whenever I heard the words ‘At
least...’ as there was no silver lining, no
reason and no bright side.

Emily Mann
Emily’s daughter Sara was stillborn at 36
weeks. 

Q: Was there anything you found
particularly supportive in the way other
people responded to your loss?
A: I am part of a very close-knit
community which was my saving grace
really – the meals for a week after I lost
the baby, the offers of support. 

Q: Was there anything that could have
been better about the support you
received, particularly from NCT? 

A: A friend who was still pregnant, and
with whom we’d shared a lot during the
pregnancy, suddenly stopped all
communication. She later told me this
was because she thought this was what I
had wanted. I didn't want that. I wanted to
know that we were friends, that she was
sorry, that my hurt would pass. 

Jo Cameron
Jo’s first baby, Emmeline, was born at 24
weeks, and died when she was a few hours
old. She is now a patron of Sands.

Q: Was there anything you found
particularly helpful or supportive in the
way other people responded to your loss?
A: I don’t think anybody knew what to say
or do. There were a lot of people around
me who did nothing, but were there for
me. I called it ‘bringing in the cavalry’ – I
needed extra support, but they were just
there, in the background, and I think
people just gave me space, which worked
really well.

I joined NCT for my second pregnancy.
My teacher read my application for NCT
classes and she phoned me separately
and privately. This meant that when I was
engaged in a discussion, she knew who I
was and what my history was, and she
handled it brilliantly.

Q: Was there anything that could have
been better about the support you
received, particularly from NCT? 
A: A friend of mine bought me flowers to
offer me sympathy. I said, ‘I don’t want
them, I don’t want sympathy.’ 
I think it would help in NCT classes if
teachers touched on the subject of
stillbirth, just so the information is there if
people needed it. 
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