
Miscarriage and Early Baby Loss – caring for yourself and others
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For those who care
The mother is central but the effect of a miscarriage goes beyond 
her. Just as the baby was attached to the mother for its life, so we 
are all attached, albeit in less physically direct ways, to each other. 
We can imagine circles of attachment radiating out from that new 
life: the mother; her spouse or the father of her child; her other 
children; parents; siblings; friends; fellow parishioners; colleagues; 
neighbours. Each person will have their own web of connectedness.

It is this web of connectedness, the many and varied relationships 
we all have, that helps us to grow through life and keeps us safe and 
well, in so far as any human being can be kept safe. Our experience 
of miscarriage and baby loss will affect the people in our web of 
connectedness in various ways, even though they do not know or 
cannot see it.

The mother’s feelings may be more powerful, irregular and confusing 
than anyone might have expected. The further away we are from 
the miscarriage and the woman who has experienced it, the harder 
it can be for us to see it for what it is to her.

Medical staff
I cannot imagine how difficult it must be to be a medical professional 
and to have to support a person who is losing or has lost a pregnancy. 
On the one hand, they are medically trained professionals. On the 
other, they are people with their own hopes, fears and beliefs about 
life and love and loss. Their training may have helped them to cope 
with the human/professional aspects of their work but whatever 
happens, it is always hard to be with someone who is grieving.

Medical staff and carers need to be aware of their own feelings about 
what has happened as well as very sensitive to the feelings of the 
woman in their care and her spouse or partner. As one midwife said, 
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“I’ve seen many miscarriages, stillbirths and 
neonatal deaths but it won’t help anyone if I 
burst into floods of tears on the ward. I’ve had 
to learn to become strong without becoming 
hard. If I ever reach the stage when I can’t cry, 
then I will immediately give up midwifery – 
but I must not be in such an emotional state 
in the labour ward that I can’t help a couple 
or carry out my job to the best professional 
standards needed in the situation.”

On the whole, it is best not to presume. Be open to their experience, 
understanding and prepared to listen. What will almost certainly be 
true is that the woman you are now caring for will not experience this 
miscarriage lightly. Even if she did not want to be pregnant, at some 
level she may have thought of the life within her as a baby and she 
may feel that in not wanting this baby it was not that she did not want 
a child but that, at this time and in this place in her life, she could not 
cope with what a baby means in terms of commitment.

If your professional context does not offer specialised support for 
these difficult situations, your colleagues will probably be more 
than happy to help you in a more informal, peer support, way.

Grandparents
Grandparents have a very special, and a particularly difficult, place 
when a miscarriage happens.1 This is your grandchild who has died 
and your beloved child who has suffered this terrible loss. Given the 
necessary privacy and intimacy of early loss, your grieving child 
may not come directly to you for comfort. If the couple appears 
to cling to each other and not want to talk to you, it can feel like 
you have a double loss: the loss of your grandchild and then the 
separation from your child as the couple turn to each other in their 
grief instead of to you.
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This may be very difficult to bear and exacerbate any upset you 
already feel about the loss of your grandchild. The twin demands 
of dealing with your own grief and dealing with the feelings and 
reactions of your son or daughter who has just experienced the 
miscarriage or early baby loss can be very taxing. You may need all 
the help you can get to cope in the days, weeks and months after 
such a loss.

Is there a Catholic Grandparents Association or other grandparents’ 
support group near you? If not why not see if you can set one up? 2 
These are not specifically for miscarriage, but are places where all 
grandparents can meet, talk, and perhaps pray for themselves and 
for their families.

If your daughter or son has a spouse or partner they may not want 
to talk to anyone else immediately. But there may come a day when 
they do want to talk and do need some outside support. So try not 
to take their behaviour to heart. Be patient. Be kind. Be aware that it 
may not go smoothly and feathers may be ruffled.

Your daughter or son and their spouse or partner will need you in 
the future. They might need you now if there are children to be 
looked after. They may worry about sharing too much of their pain 
with you, not because they want to shut you out, but because they 
want to protect you from the ugliness of the pain they feel.

One of your tasks as parents and grandparents is to help them to 
bear their pain. That does not mean for them to bear it alone, to 
keep it private. Far from it. It means to help and encourage them, 
if they wish, to talk about their baby, to share, if they can, their 
dreams and the story of their loss. Don’t worry if they don’t want to 
– everyone is different.

You still have huge emotional influence over your children and they 
may need you to let them know that it is okay to cry. Their feelings 
will not be pretty and may come in waves. Sometimes the bereaved 
parents seem fine and then, all of a sudden, they will burst into 
tears or go silent. If they cry, please let them. You can hold them, 
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sit with them and offer a hanky, but do not try to hurry them to 
stop crying. Their tears will pierce your heart but they are a very 
real expression of the love they feel for the child that they have lost, 
for your grandchild. Be glad that your children have grown into 
such loving people.

If you can, and this is really difficult, listen. Then listen some more. 
They may say nothing but just need to weep. Let them weep in your 
loving, listening, sympathetic presence. I know that this is not easy! 
It is almost counterintuitive to let our children feel their pain, and 
especially difficult when you have your own pain.

If you worry that expressing their feelings will just make them 
worse, be reassured. It won’t. Expressing their feelings is exactly 
what they need to do to come to terms with their loss. If you can’t 
face their grief directly, you may be able to help in practical ways 
by cooking, shopping, cleaning or fielding calls for them if they 
ask you to do so, but you cannot control how they feel or how long 
the grieving process will last before they are ready, gradually, to 
let go of the visceral raging pain and find ways to remember the 
pregnancy with love.

As grandparents, however close you are emotionally, physically you 
are at a slight remove from the loss. It can be a very unexpected and 
distressing pain to discover that, while everyone is concerned with 
the mum and the dad, no one notices that your heart is breaking 
too. If you find it difficult to acknowledge your own feelings you 
might want to find help. Contact your church or the Miscarriage 
Association 3 for links to support for grandparents.

When we were young perhaps miscarriage was not recognised as a 
significant loss. You may not have experienced such a loss. Or you 
may have experienced a miscarriage earlier in your own life and found 
people unsympathetic. It may be that now is your time to get help to do 
your own grieving.4 Your parish priest may be able to help, and your 
GP can refer you to local counselling or other services in your area.

The reality is that no one expects a miscarriage and no one in these  
situations knows exactly the right thing to do or say. How you and  
your family deal with the miscarriage will depend on the relationship  
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you already have with them. You may live far apart but be very close 
and trusting with each other. Or you may live very close  
and yet not be on very intimate terms.

Please be gentle with yourself. If you do not know what to do 
or to say, then admit it. It really helps to acknowledge that the 
miscarriage is so big and so real that it is actually bigger than the 
words at your disposal. You don’t need to offer anything more than, 
“I am so sorry, but I do not know what to say… How are you?” Or, 
“I wish I knew what to say or do, is there anything you would like 
right now? What would you like to do that would help you to grieve/
remember her/him?” Helping them to feel and to remember will 
mean so much to them in the future.

If, in the excitement of the news that they were pregnant, you 
knitted or bought something for the baby, think about what you 
want to do with it. Maybe your son or daughter would like it to be 
part of their memory box. Maybe you will want to keep it for yours.

Help them to remember
Encourage your daughter or son to have a small service or a Mass 
for the baby at which all these now precious mementoes can be 
offered before being stored somewhere safe. If your children feel 
shy of approaching the church, especially if they have not been 
attending, offer to organise it for them but be sensitive to their 
wishes – they may feel very strongly that this is not how they want 
to memorialise their loss.

They need to find their own way to celebrate that short life and 
remember it. You can remember in your own way and you can 
always ask for your grandchild to be remembered at a church service 
you attend. The bereaved parents are probably feeling completely 
lost, with no idea what to do. If you can suggest anything that the 
church has to offer and be willing to act as a mediator with your 
priest or pastor that will be a great help… but only if they want it.

Please do not take offence if your children prefer not to bring their 
grief to the church. God already knows what they and you are 
suffering. You can turn to God yourself and ask that all their sighs 
and tears are held in his embrace, along with yours.
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