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Outline 
•Definitions and scene setting
•Ways we are addressing inequity in 
perinatal pathology in Australia
•Active advocacy
•Education
•Funding/resources for services
•Collection of data/ research

2024 Stillbirth Equity Symposium, Utah, USA 
https://dworkenlaw.com/

Talk will be available –internet links for more detailed information



Definition: stillbirth

Australia = 20 weeks gestation or more, 
and/or weighing 400 grams or more
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Source: Lawn JE, 
Blencowe H, Pattinson R, 
et al, for The Lancet’s 
Stillbirths Series steering 
committee. Stillbirths: 
Where? When? Why? 
How to make the data 
count? Lancet 2011; 
published online April 14. 
DOI:10.1016/S0140-
6736(10)62187-3.



Background : stillbirth rates
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2022: 7.9 stillbirths per 1,000 births
 - 85% antepartum
(2022: Perinatal death rate of 10.2 deaths per 1,000 births)

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths (accessed 28/9/2024)
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/births-australia/latest-release (accessed 28/9/2024)
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/australias-mothers-babies/data (accessed 28/9/2024)

2022: 300,684 registered births; 2357 stillbirths 
On average day in Australia, 6 babies are stillborn ;1% of babies born 

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/births-australia/latest-release
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/australias-mothers-babies/data


Background : stillbirth rates
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https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths (accessed 28/9/2024)

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths


Definition: Perinatal pathology
• Perinatal autopsy (examination of a baby after death) and placental 

examination
• The National Perinatal Mortality Data Collection
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FetalAndPerinatalPath-Jun01.pdf (rcpath.org) (accessed 21/9/2024)

Australia's mothers and babies, Stillbirths and neonatal deaths in Australia, 2021 - Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare (aihw.gov.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)

41% (935)

Families are approached – 95% in 2021 - issue more complex

82% (1,236)

34% of records

Autopsy performed in 
(50%) = ‘Unexplained 
antepartum fetal death”

2017 31 % Queensland - 62 % WA 
2017: Queensland (28.5 % Indigenous parents consent to autopsy 
following stillbirth compared to 38.9 % for non-Indigenous parents) 

https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-
stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf (accessed 14/5/2023)

Autopsy Placenta

https://www.rcpath.org/static/19f28c61-2a55-4eba-a3d9bf652a803424/FetalAndPerinatalPath-Jun01.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/australias-mothers-babies/contents/stillbirths-neonatal-deaths/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths-in-australia
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/mothers-babies/australias-mothers-babies/contents/stillbirths-neonatal-deaths/stillbirths-and-neonatal-deaths-in-australia
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf


Improving equity in perinatal pathology in 
Australia 1: Advocacy

• Multi-pronged approach 
• Parents and community
• Stillbirth support groups

• Stillbirth Foundation Australia 
• Sands Australia
• Global Stillbirth Advocacy Network
• Red Nose
• Health Consumers' Council

• Professional medical organisations
• Royal College of Pathologists of Australasia
• The Royal Australian and New Zealand College 

of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
• Maternity Consumer Network
• Australian 
• College of Midwives

• Research and government organisations
• Centre of Research Excellence in Stillbirth 
• Population Health Research Network
• Health and Vital Statistics, Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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Select Committee on Stillbirth Research and Education – 
Parliament of Australia (aph.gov.au) (accessed 29/9/2024) 

Final report (aph.gov.au) (accessed 
29/9/2024)  - 187 pages

Tuesday, 27 March 2018

“Six babies who die every 
day in Australia. Surely 
we can do better than 
this as a nation. On 18 
June 1999, one of those 
babies was my daughter, 
Caroline.” 

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22chamber/hansar
ds/0e1c9ae1-010d-4aea-a021-c8417644b139/0200%22 (accessed 14/5/2023)

Recent sentinel event

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Stillbirth_Research_and_Education
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Stillbirth_Research_and_Education
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Stillbirth_Research_and_Education/Stillbirth/%7E/media/Committees/stillbirth_ctte/report.pdf
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22chamber/hansards/0e1c9ae1-010d-4aea-a021-c8417644b139/0200%22
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id:%22chamber/hansards/0e1c9ae1-010d-4aea-a021-c8417644b139/0200%22


On 27 March 2018, Senate established the Select Committee 
on Stillbirth Research and Education (the Committee) to inquire 
into and report on the future of stillbirth research and 
education in Australia (the Inquiry). The committee tabled its 
report (the Report), which includes 16 recommendations, on 4 
December 2018

https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-
and-education.pdf (accessed 14/5/2023)

$52.4 million investment 

Improving equity : inquiry, report, recommendations, 
government investment and monitoring

https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-
stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan?language=en
(accessed 21/9/2024)
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https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan?language=en
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Improving equity: national inquiry - issues, report, 
recommendations, government investment and monitoring

The National Stillbirth 
Action and Implementation 
Plan Annual report 2, 2023 
| Australian Government 
Department of Health and 
Aged Care (accessed 
30/9/2024)

https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/the-national-stillbirth-action-and-implementation-plan-annual-report-2-2023?language=en


Improving equity in perinatal pathology in 
Australia 2: Education

• Funded partnership agreements between federal and state governments 
and educational institutions- delivery of education programs and resources 
especially around value of perinatal pathology and consent processes

• Parents and community
• Health professions
• Health organisations

2024 Stillbirth Equity Symposium, Utah, USA 
Rose C, Evans M, Tooley J. Falling rates of perinatal 
postmortem examination: are we to blame? Arch Dis 
Child Fetal Neonatal Ed. 2006 Nov;91(6):F465.

Horey D, Flenady V, Conway L, McLeod E, Khong TY. Decision influences and 
aftermath: parents, stillbirth and autopsy. Health Expectations, 2014; 17: 534–544.

Spierson H, Kamupira S, Storey C, 
Heazell AEP. Professionals' Practices and 
Views regarding Neonatal Postmortem: 
Can We Improve Consent Rates by 
Improving Training? Neonatology. 
2019;115(4):341-345

$3 million for stillbirth education and awareness programs 
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Stillbirth Parent Resources - for Health Professionals - YouTube

Stillbirth Parent Resources | Red Nose Australia 
(accessed 17/6/2023)Stillbirth | SA Health

Obtaining informed 
consent for perinatal 
post-mortem | The 
Royal Women's 
Hospital 
(thewomens.org.au)

Improving equity: nationally funded educational resources for 
families in perinatal pathology

First nations (culturally appropriate), multiple languages, written and 
visual resources

https://youtu.be/LLdruA7449Y 

Options; 
cultural/religi
ous concerns
Aim: reduce 
parental 
regret and 
decision 
conflict 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dryRYP2uPrw
https://rednose.org.au/section/stillbirth-parent-resources
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/public+content/sa+health+internet/conditions/stillbirth#Translatedresourcesbylanguage
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://youtu.be/LLdruA7449Y
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Improving equity: nationally endorsed evidenced guidelines 
for clinicians about stillbirth investigation

CASaND-Guideline-2024-1.pdf (stillbirthcre.org.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)
Executive-summary-1.pdf (stillbirthcre.org.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)         

Evidenced based 
test ordering, 
investigation 
options, costs, 
how to approach 
consent 

https://learn.stillbirthcre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/CASaND-Guideline-2024-1.pdf
https://learn.stillbirthcre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/Executive-summary-1.pdf


Improving equity: nationally funded education/training 
program for clinicians around perinatal pathology

Uniform messaging: understand the value and barriers for 
performing perinatal pathology; understand own bias
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IMPROVE eLearning and Workshops | The Centre of Research 
Excellence in Stillbirth (stillbirthcre.org.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)

Obtaining informed consent for perinatal post-
mortem | The Royal Women's Hospital 
(thewomens.org.au) (accessed 17/6/2023)

https://stillbirthcre.org.au/researchers-clinicians/education-and-workshops/improve-elearning-and-workshops/
https://stillbirthcre.org.au/researchers-clinicians/education-and-workshops/improve-elearning-and-workshops/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-professionals/victorian-perinatal-autopsy-service/obtaining-informed-consent/
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Improving equity: partnership between federal government 
and professional college (RCPA) increase public awareness of 
perinatal pathology services

RCPA - Perinatal pathology resources (accessed 28/9/2024)   

RCPA - S2 E7: Where would we be without perinatal pathology?

RCPA – PathWay (accessed 28/9/2024)  

How are autopsies done? All your 
questions answered. 
(mamamia.com.au) (accessed 
28/9/2024) 

$750,000 has been allocated directly to pathology

Organising interviews  women’s 
magazines

https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Practising-Pathology/Stillbirth-Investigations-Pathologists-Project/Training-in-perinatal-pathology/Perinatal-pathology-resources
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Publications/The-Pathologists-Cut-Podcast/Docs/S2-E7-Where-would-we-be-without-perinatal-patholog
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Publications/PathWay?page=5
https://www.mamamia.com.au/how-are-autopsies-done/?fbclid=IwY2xjawFkw1RleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHTUkLKCHNUcXlfgqK5dgh_kKEUnEeo7fRcd7G-w14GcO0xS3PXJoKO7D4g_aem_y5-lWvWsSwoRTOfpBHTfdw
https://www.mamamia.com.au/how-are-autopsies-done/?fbclid=IwY2xjawFkw1RleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHTUkLKCHNUcXlfgqK5dgh_kKEUnEeo7fRcd7G-w14GcO0xS3PXJoKO7D4g_aem_y5-lWvWsSwoRTOfpBHTfdw
https://www.mamamia.com.au/how-are-autopsies-done/?fbclid=IwY2xjawFkw1RleHRuA2FlbQIxMAABHTUkLKCHNUcXlfgqK5dgh_kKEUnEeo7fRcd7G-w14GcO0xS3PXJoKO7D4g_aem_y5-lWvWsSwoRTOfpBHTfdw


Improving equity in perinatal pathology in Australia 3: 
Investment in perinatal pathology services
• Funded partnership agreements 

between federal and state governments 
• Increase perinatal pathology workforce 
• Adequate federal funding for tests 

conducted in perinatal pathology
• Adequate numbers of high quality well-

resourced perinatal autopsy units
• No costs to families for perinatal pathology 

services
• Intentionally designing policies and 

programs to reach underserved women 
from poorer communities or ethnic 
minorities
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Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx (rcpa.edu.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)

Pathologists Project Advisory Group in April 2022 
- inclusive of all sites in Australia providing 
perinatal autopsy services – very collaborative

https://www.rcpa.edu.au/getattachment/bfbbe649-af8c-4068-8caf-f77008bec9ad/Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx
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Improving equity: partnership agreements between federal 
and state governments to increase national perinatal 
pathology workforce – esp. perinatal pathologists 

Australian Government response to: The Senate Select Committee on Stillbirth Research and Education Report (health.gov.au) (accessed 23/9/2024)

$13. 576M allocated/ 3 years

Funding according to need- stillbirth rates/ autopsy rates

https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
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Improving equity: partnership between federal government 
and professional college (RCPA) to recruit more perinatal 
pathologists

RCPA - Training in perinatal pathology ) (accessed 28/9/2024)

Instagram. Facebook, College 
newsletter, RCPA website

Increase resident awareness of perinatal 
pathology as a subspeciality

$750,000 has been allocated directly to pathology

RCPA - RCPA supports Government investment in perinatal pathology to reduce stillbirth (accessed 28/9/2024) s

https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Practising-Pathology/Stillbirth-Investigations-Pathologists-Project/Training-in-perinatal-pathology
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/getattachment/bfbbe649-af8c-4068-8caf-f77008bec9ad/Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Publications/Pathway/Docs/RCPA-supports-Government-investment-in-perinatal-p
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/Library/Publications/Pathway/Docs/RCPA-supports-Government-investment-in-perinatal-p
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Improving equity: partnerships between federal government 
and professional college (RCPA) to recruit more perinatal 
pathologists

(1) Facebook
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf (accessed 14/5/2023)

(1) RCPA is... - The Royal College of Pathologists of 
Australasia RCPA | Facebook (accessed 14/5/2023)

Increase educational resources and opportunities for 
pathologists to subspecialise in perinatal pathology

https://www.facebook.com/TheRoyalCollegeOfPathologistsOfAustralasia/
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://www.facebook.com/TheRoyalCollegeOfPathologistsOfAustralasia/posts/879902150812257/
https://www.facebook.com/TheRoyalCollegeOfPathologistsOfAustralasia/posts/879902150812257/
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Improving equity: lobbying by professional college (RCPA) of 
government for national funding for all perinatal pathology- no costs to 
families

RCPA Medical Services Advisory Committee (MSAC) is working toward increasing the MBS rebate for placentas, from Category 4 to 
Category 6, to better reflect the time and expertise required to properly examine placentas

Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx 
(rcpa.edu.au) (accessed 28/09/2024)

Costs born by state and 
territory public hospitals 
autopsy; Medicare for 
placenta assessment if 
performed in private 
sector

https://www.rcpa.edu.au/getattachment/bfbbe649-af8c-4068-8caf-f77008bec9ad/Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx
https://www.rcpa.edu.au/getattachment/bfbbe649-af8c-4068-8caf-f77008bec9ad/Guiding-Principles-for-Perinatal-Loss-Investigatio.aspx


Improving equity: national approach to delivery of high quality 
well-resourced perinatal autopsy units accessible to all
• National (single) regulation/accreditation authority of perinatal autopsy services (NATA/RCPA) 

and national standards (NPAAC)
• National (single) medical registration (Medical Board of Australia) and continuing professional 

development program that enables perinatal pathologists to be able to work/ receive 
referrals across the country and babies/blocks/slides can be transported to any centre in 
country

• National laws in relation to consent process – although some state modifications of consent 
forms
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Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency - About 
registration (ahpra.gov.au) (accessed 28/9/2024)
Medical Board of Australia – Home (accessed 28/9/2024)

tier_4_requirements_for_the_facilities_and_operation_of_mortuaries_third_edition_
2013.pdf (safetyandquality.gov.au) (accessed 29/9/2024)

Updated 2022

Part 4 of the Transplantation and Anatomy Act 1983 (accessed 15/6/2023)

(last updated 2014)

https://www.ahpra.gov.au/registration.aspx
https://www.ahpra.gov.au/registration.aspx
https://www.medicalboard.gov.au/?_gl=1*2oynjj*_ga*NzMxMzcxMTYzLjE2OTMyNjMzNDY.*_ga_F1G6LRCHZB*MTcyNzQ4NzcyOS44LjEuMTcyNzQ4Nzg3My4wLjAuMA..
https://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/tier_4_requirements_for_the_facilities_and_operation_of_mortuaries_third_edition_2013.pdf
https://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-08/tier_4_requirements_for_the_facilities_and_operation_of_mortuaries_third_edition_2013.pdf
https://www.legislation.sa.gov.au/LZ/C/A/Transplantation%20and%20Anatomy%20Act%201983.aspx


Improving equity in perinatal pathology in Australia 4: Data 
collection, review stillbirths and research

• State/territory based multidisciplinary team review perinatal 
deaths - classify stillbirths using national (PSANZ) system – 
highlight inequities - contributory factor assessment

• Implemented a national perinatal mortality audit
 
• Various federally funded research initiatives 
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National Perinatal Data Collection - Australian Institute of Health and 
Welfare (aihw.gov.au) (accessed 23/9/2024)

https://stats.health.act.gov.au/sites/defaul
t/files/Number%2061%20-
%20Perinatal%20Mortality%20in%20the%
20ACT%202006-2010.pdf (accessed 
19/9/2018)

Australian Government response to: The Senate Select Committee on 
Stillbirth Research and Education Report (health.gov.au) (accessed 
23/9/2024)

Perinatal post-mortem examination (stillbirthcre.org.au) (accessed 23/9/2024)

$6.7+ million for stillbirth research

https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-our-data/our-data-collections/national-perinatal-data-collection
https://www.aihw.gov.au/about-our-data/our-data-collections/national-perinatal-data-collection
https://stats.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/Number%2061%20-%20Perinatal%20Mortality%20in%20the%20ACT%202006-2010.pdf
https://stats.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/Number%2061%20-%20Perinatal%20Mortality%20in%20the%20ACT%202006-2010.pdf
https://stats.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/Number%2061%20-%20Perinatal%20Mortality%20in%20the%20ACT%202006-2010.pdf
https://stats.health.act.gov.au/sites/default/files/Number%2061%20-%20Perinatal%20Mortality%20in%20the%20ACT%202006-2010.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/response-stillbirth-research-and-education.pdf
https://learn.stillbirthcre.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Appendix-7F-PSANZ-Classification-System-for-Stillbirths-and-Neonatal-Deaths-v5-1.pdf


Summary

Equity in Perinatal Pathology for Stillbirths is complex and 
multifactorial 
Education key 

Adequate funding for services crucial
More research to assist evidence-based decisions

2024 Stillbirth Equity Symposium, Utah, USA 
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