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● This webinar is being recorded. 

● You will receive a link to the recording and the slides. 

● You will have 30 days to watch the recording and 
complete the evaluation for CEU credit.

● Post questions in the chat box at any time.

● Questions will be answered at the end of the 
presentation. 

● If times runs out, we will send your questions to the 
speakers.

Housekeeping

Fetal Death Certificates 
Explained

Jill Wieber Lens
Dorothy M. Willie Professor of Excellence
University of Iowa College of Law



Vital records.
Births, deaths (including fetal), marriages, 
divorces

Federal-state partnership

● 50 states, NYC, DC, and 5 territories track data
● Feds collect and publish (Nat’l Center for Vital Statistics, a division 

within the CDC)



Changes to (Suggested) Registration 
(Model Vital Statistics Act)

● Birth certificate and death certificate

● 1939: Stillbirth certificate

● 1955: Certificate of Fetal Death

● 1978: Standard Report of Fetal Death



Different State Approaches 
for Required Issuance

● If fetal weight exceeds 350 grams, or if weight unknown, 

if pregnancy was at 20 weeks or later

● If after the 20th week of pregnancy

● If after the 20th week of pregnancy, or if length of 

pregnancy unknown, if fetal weight exceeds 350 grams

● If after 16th week of pregnancy; if after 12th week of 

pregnancy; all fetal deaths

The Problem of Nonuniformity

● If fetal weight exceeds 350 grams, or if weight unknown, 
if pregnancy was at 20 weeks or later (Model Act)

● If after the 20th week of pregnancy
● If after the 20th week of pregnancy, or if length of 

pregnancy unknown, if fetal weight exceeds 350 grams
● If after 16th week of pregnancy; if after 12th week of 

pregnancy; all fetal deaths… 



Fetal Deaths vs. 
(Live) Births vs. 
Abortions

Defining Fetal Death first

● “death prior to complete expulsion or extraction from its 
mother of a product of human conception”

● and isn’t an “induced termination of pregnancy” 
● (note that this defines fetal death, a different law would 

mandate registration of post 20 week fetal deaths)



Fetal Death or Live Birth?

● “irrespective of the duration of pregnancy”
● “breathes, or shows any other evidence of life, such as the best 

of the heart, pulsation of the umbilical cord, or definite 
movement of voluntary”

Fetal Death or Abortion?

● “purposeful interruption” with the “intent[] other than to 
produce a live-born infant”

● “does not result in live birth”



Classifications exist, 
but this isn’t always 
easy… 

● maybe an inclination to see signs of life 
that aren’t there 

● suspect that some premature or 
short-lived live births are registered as 
fetal deaths

● pre-viability induced labor abortions 
without fetal demise first 



Data Collected on FDC (page 1)
● Fetus name (if desired), sex if known
● Details of delivery (date, location)
● Mother’s info (name, DOB, birthplace, address)
● Dad’s info (name, DOB, birthplace)
● Method of disposition
● Medical attendant, who completing report
● Causes/Conditions contributing to fetal death

○ Initiating cause/condition
○ Other significant causes/conditions

● Fetal weight, gestational age, time of death (before assessment, before/during 
labor, unknown)

● Whether autopsy performed/planned, “histological” pathology 
performed/planned; whether results part of causes/conditions listed



Data Collected on FDC (page 2)

● Mother’s education, race/ethnicity, marital status

● Details about prenatal care

● Mother’s height, weight, whether got WIC food during pregnancy

● Pregnancy history (live births, other outcomes, children 

living/deceased)

● Cigarette smoking during pregnancy (and 3 months before)

● Presence of “risk factors” or infections

● Method of delivery, any maternal morbidity, any fetal congenital 

anomalies  



● Who completes?
● What if data is 

missing or 
inaccurate? 

One more possible 
certificate for stillbirth 
that is not a vital record 
(but would be issued by 
vital records office)



Thank you!
jill-lens@uiowa.edu

@jillwieberlens.bsky.social
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