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Reducing infant mortality rates 

• Leicester, UK 
– Population: 330000 
– 5500 births per year 
– 31% children in poverty 
– Infant mortality rate:  
 7.0 /1000 births 
 Worst 25th percentile 

22-23 week gestation births 
 4 in 5 recorded live born 

• Comparison area, UK 
– Population: 250000 
– 4500 births per year 
– 45% children in poverty 
– Infant mortality rate:  
 5.2 /1000 births 
 Similar to England average 

22-23 week gestation births 
 1 in 5 recorded live born 

Both regions: Infant mortality rate >24 weeks gestation ~ 4.8/1000 births  
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Births born at the limits of viability  

Births at 22-23 weeks 
• Rare events 

0.1-0.2% of all live births  
• Poor survival 

  1% at 22 weeks 
19% at 23 weeks 
Many live for only a few minutes 

• Large impact on infant mortality 
 1/5 of all infant deaths 

http://www.wikiprogress.org/images/Born_too_soon_baby_feet.jpg


Certifying births: Example of England 

• No guidelines exist on birth 
certification in pre-viable infants 

• Officially: 
All live births of any gestation are 
certified 
Only fetal deaths from 24 weeks are 
certified 

• So fetal deaths at 22-23 weeks 
do not contribute to any 
mortality statistics 

Infant mortality (deaths<1 year) 
Stillbirth rate  



Variation in the certification of births: 
Example of England 



20-80% certified live born 
Up to 30% higher infant mortality rates 

solely due to 22-23 week gestation 

Artefactual 
differences in 

 infant mortality 
rates 

Regional variation in certification in 
England 



Smith L, Draper ES, Manktelow BN, Pritchard C, Field DJ.  
Archives of Disease in Childhood-Fetal and Neonatal Edition 2013;98(2):F103-F107 

Impact on infant mortality 



20-80% certified live born 
Up to 30% higher infant mortality rates 

solely due to 22-23 week gestation 

Inequalities in 
access to services 
and benefits for 

parents 
E.g. Official birth & death certificate 
Maternity pay 
Maternity / paternity leave 
Child benefit for 8 weeks 
Free prescriptions & dental care 
Coroner’s investigation 

Artefactual 
differences in 

 infant mortality 
rates 

Biased evidence base 
Invalid regional comparisons 
Not comparing “Like with like” 
Inappropriate implementation of 
services 

Regional variation in certification 



Impact on parents 

The personal side 
 financial impact 
 emotional impact 
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Impact of 22&23 weeks births on 
mortality in Europe 
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Exploring variation in Europe 

• What to do now regarding mortality comparisons 
– Excluding certain gestations; Babies alive at onset of labour 
– Extended perinatal mortality 

• Explore variation in certification: fetal or neonatal deaths 
– Differences in determining signs of life 
– Gestation/birth weight criteria for official statistics 

• Understanding the impact on parents 
– provision of birth and death certificates 
– access to benefits 
– costs of burial 



Births showing signs 
of life <22 weeks 

registered as  
a fetal death 

Only fetal deaths 
over 500g recorded 

Registered live birth 
ONLY if survive till 

admitted to 
neonatal care 

Registered live birth 
if Apgar score > 1 at 

1 minute 

European variation in certification – 
initial findings 



Differences in 
whether deaths 

referred for outside 
clinical investigation 

Variation in 
gestation for 

receipt of maternity 
leave and benefits 

Parents must pay 
for burial if birth 
reported as a live 

birth ending in 
neonatal death  

Variation in receipt 
of birth and death 

certificates 

European variation in impact on parents 



Questionnaire to explore regional practice 
regarding babies born at the limits of viability 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/EURO-PERISTAT 



Improve health and reduce inequalities 
Optimise service provision Reduce inequalities in 

parents’ access to benefits 
Improve parents’ 

experiences 

Translate knowledge into action 
Develop clinicians’ 
training package 

Develop parents ‘   
support package 

Recommend best 
practice for comparisons 

Build intelligence 
Understand how clinicians certify births Explore parents’ experiences 

Develop knowledge 
Update UK evidence base Compare evidence in Europe 

Babies born at the limits of viability 



Thank you 

We need your help with this research project 
 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/EURO-PERISTAT 
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