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“

When a child is born,
people celebrate, when a
child dies, people
pretend nothing has
happened.
We are all someone’s child, which means we tend to grow
up with an overly optimistic view of fertility, pregnancy and
childbirth.
Few people think it’s going to be a problem for them.
As a result, we’re rarely prepared for when something goes wrong, and it
does, for lots of people.
1 in 4 pregnancies ends in miscarriage, with some experiencing it many,
many times.
When it happens it can be devastating, physically and emotionally. It’s not
only the immediate loss but a fundamental challenge to who you are as a
person.
For something so common it’s surprisingly hidden, unrecognised and
poorly understood.
It’s compounded by our cultural reluctance to talk about death, let alone the
loss of a baby.
For many, it’s the worst thing that will happen to them in their lives, and
many of them suffer in silence.
They struggle to find the words in a world where no one’s listening.
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This is happening to people we know, people we work with,
people we manage.
Something so devasting, but hidden below the surface. We have the words
for the loss the living, but nothing for the loss of an unborn child.
This silence is a problem.
It leaves those affected alone and isolated.
We’re better than this.
As a rough estimate* we think that around 3% of a female workforce will
suffer a miscarriage each year, comparable with those experiencing a
family bereavement.
We know how to deal with a bereavement, we have the words, the policies
and the shared cultural understanding.
However, despite this being established in employment law, we’ve seen
that those dealing with miscarriage can still face outdated and unhelpful HR
policies and practices.

We don’t know it’s happening, and if we did, we wouldn’t know what to do
or say.
This needs to change.
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* Data based on the analysis of a medium sized engineering firm.
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This report seeks to develop how we think about and
support those going through a miscarriage at work.
It’s a difficult topic to research. It’s just not OK to expect people to do
surveys or focus group when they’re in the middle of it all.
Instead, this report draws on the stories and experiences people are
sharing with each other across social media.
We've found that, while not talked about much in real life, people are
turning to social to share their experiences.
It’s here they find others who understand, it’s a place to ask questions
about how to cope, honestly, in a safe place, without feeling “weak”, “a
failure” or worrying about others’ reactions. It’s a chance to share hope and
inspiration with others.
By sharing these stories and the common threads that link them, we’re
hoping to show the human side of the experience.
We want to bring an understanding of what miscarriage feels like, the
experience, the challenges and importantly, the implications for their
colleagues and managers.
We want to help make it normal for organisations to plan for and support
miscarriage.
To help them put in place a thoughtful, considered approach to support
their colleagues in need.
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“

In 2018, after about a year of
trying to conceive, I had a
miscarriage.
I doubled-down on work,
promising myself that the storm
cloud hovering over my shoulder
was a normal, natural response
to grief.

Those who have experienced a miscarriage can struggle to
the right words to express their feelings, to themselves and
others. Instead they reach for metaphor and imagery.
It’s a deeply personal, painful, unexpected experience which is expressed
in language full of emotion.
We found a common central metaphor, that of the storm.
It’s sudden, intense, all-encompassing, raging, powerful, destructive. One
day blue skies, the next darkness.
The sudden nature of the maelstrom, combined with a lack of awareness of
the risk means we have no common form of expression. There’s a gap in
our language.
We heard calls for this to be recognised. We have words for someone who
loses their partner (widow), who loses their parents (orphan); but there’s
nothing for when a parent loses their unborn child.
Into this void comes the imagery of the storm and the hope that comes
from the darkness.
This heavenly metaphor extends beyond describing the storm, to
encompass the idea of rainbows and angels.
Ghost baby, Angel baby, Rainbow baby. These phrases are regularly used
to give a name to the baby, and the lost future that had been hoped for
them.
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“

It took ten months for us to
achieve our first pregnancy.

Nine months of constant ache
and frustration, one month of
fertility treatments. And seven
weeks after that, it all ended in
loss.

The language of loss is intense…

It was gut wrenching.
To this day, our miscarriage is
by far the HARDEST and
darkest season of my life I have
ever walked through.

Cried for days,
dark period,
falling apart, in a
hole, shattered
dreams

I never felt so numb and alone.
My heart ached in a way that
was so hard to put into words. I
felt confused. I felt helpless. I
felt empty. And I didn’t know
how to move forward.

😭☹️ 😲 💔
😢😢😢😢
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Rocked my
world, an
emotional roller
coaster, mentally
exhausted

Pain, grief, loss,
devastated,
tragedy, defeated
heartbroken
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“

Most days I'm okay. Most days I
don't think about and push it to
the back of my mind.
Most days I just think about the
future and trying for another.
But some days everything
reminds me of it.
Some days I see updates from
people as far along as I should
be and think that should be me.
Some days I'm just weak, and
some days I just want to cry.
Most days I distract myself with
projects around the house, and
sometimes I don't.

Miscarriage is, of course, a deeply personal and unique
experience that will vary hugely from one person to the
next.
It’s an intensely emotional experience and social is being used by people
going through it as a channel to express how they really feel.
We found two clusters of emotional responses.
The immediate impact of a miscarriage: how it made them feel (feelings
that can last long after the event).

•

I didn't want to be 1 in 4.. I
wanted to be the other 3.

•

Devastated:
crying all the
time, unable to
shake sadness.

Confused: can’t
work out why this is
all happening to
them.

•

Failure: losing a
baby threatens
self-perceptions of
‘womanhood’.

The longer-term effects: how miscarriage makes them feel about their
future.

•
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Depressed:
Stressed and
anxious, panic
attacks and
PTSD.

•

Knocked sideways:
feel unable to cope,
effects their sense of
identity and worth.

•

Broken: feeling
mentally
exhausted, prone
to breaking down.
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Moving on from the miscarriage, women face some
recurring themes about the challenges they’re facing,
what’s motivating them and their needs.
Challenges
To get on with life, to cope, to not cry. To try and understand
how they feel. To go to work. To get through the day. To deal
with the impact on their relationships; the challenge for their
partner, how to keep their relationships together.

Motivations and goals
They want to ‘be me’ again; to resolve the impact on their
sense of identity, that they’re not the same person anymore.
To restore themselves physically (e.g. impact on their body,
going to the gym, etc.) and emotionally.

Needs
They need to be understood, to have it acknowledged. To
talk, to be open, to share their experiences and feelings. To
have the space and support to heal. To have its lasting impact
appreciated. To name and remember their lost babies, for
them to be recognised and not forgotten. Distraction helps, to
support recovery: fitness, hobbies, or work.
Photo by Tom Barrett on Unsplash
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How does social media fit into all of this? Well, social often
responds when something’s missing from our day-to-day
lives. When you can’t find the words or feel no one is
listening, social fills the gaps by being a place…

•
•
•
•
•
•

To share experiences in an open way, raw and unguarded; in a way
you can't in real life.
To be understood, by those who’ve been there.
To let it all out, to express the emotions and the pain.
To gain and express solidarity and support.
To ask questions, to understand the practicalities as well as to help
them work out how they’re feeling.
To give advice, to share inspiration and hope.

We found the conversation in Twitter, in forums, on Mumsnet/Netmums, on
charity website comment spaces, and on Instagram. Instagram was the
surprise, it’s usually a happy, ‘best self’ kind of place.

However, in this case, people are using imagery to help articulate what’s
hard to say. It’s also unusually discursive. Instagram has become a place
for people to share and engage, publicly.
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For example, people are using the #1in4 on Instagram to help connect, engage and help make sense of what’s happening to them.

“I opened up about us experiencing
two miscarriages in 2018 and those
losses really broke my heart and
negatively shifted my spirit. I often
thought I would never want to try again
or that I would be healthy physically or
emotionally enough to do so. But look
what time, a whole lot of therapy and
love do.
More brutal honesty... pregnancy after
loss hasn’t been this magical cure all
and is actually riddled with fear, doubt,
anxiety, guilt & helplessness.”

“Oh god yes. This. One of the
most hurtful things a coworker
said to me after my daughter
died from labor complications
was “try again” I was literally
speechless.”

“True! I think from the side of the parents
we might not even have told people we
are pregnant yet so telling them we lost
the baby seems unnecessary, scary or
not worth troubling other people...
From the doctor’s perspective I wonder if
they don’t want to scare us and frankly
there isn’t much of anything that can be
done in those first few months to save the
baby...

“9th-15th October is a
special opportunity to mark
the lives of babies lost in
pregnancy, born too sick,
or lost too soon.
#babylossawarenessweek
#1in4
#misscarriageawareness”

I don’t think any of these reasons make it
right to stay so silent or not educate, but
perhaps the more we speak up and share
our own stories it will help others.”
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My 16-week miscarriage happened over half a decade ago now: that
unimaginable experience of having my baby fall from my body while home
alone…. These things are no doubt seared into my minds’ eye. Deep in my soul.
These are the ingredients that inspired me to start this campaign with the aim of
shifting the cultural conversation from hush hush to normative.
But, here’s what’s been on my mind since the start of this sacred month:
Pregnancy and Infant Loss Awareness every October. I feel like this year on the
anniversary of my 2nd trimester miscarriage I don’t want to memorialize…. what
I’m trying to say is that remembering and memorializing and feeling and grieving
and talking about it all can be absolutely excruciating. Unbearable. Obliterating.
I share this with you because, as always, I come to the conversation with utter
candidness… Sometimes, it’s okay to say no to grief, even if only for the
afternoon. It’s not disloyal, it’s not denial, and it surely isn’t unloving. Sometimes
we’ve got to give our bereaved, broken hearts a break from what will surely be
tucked into our psyches until the end of time.
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Work tends to reflect and amplify the wider world’s taboos
and social awkwardness.
Bringing something so deeply personal into the professional sphere adds
another dimension to the challenges of dealing with a miscarriage.
This plays out in a number of ways:

•
•
•

•
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Miscarriage + work is an awkward, stressful situation to navigate, for
all. It’s sensitive, personal nature feels jarring in the workplace and
can often be dealt with clumsily.
Colleagues + managers can struggle to know if to say something,
what to say, or what to do, which can make the situation complex and
angst-ridden for them too.
Work can be a blessing and a curse for the person experiencing the
miscarriage. A helpful distraction for some, a minefield of anxiety for
others who struggle to function as they once did and ‘hold it together’.

The anxiety + uncertainty people feel about returning to work after a
miscarriage is widely discussed on social media, reflecting the
isolation and confusion people feel and their need for support.
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The social anxiety about talking about miscarriage is
exacerbated in the professional sphere.
Talking is difficult for those coming back to work, their colleagues and
managers. We lack the language, norms, and etiquette for tackling it.

Those going back to work

•

Worry about being treated differently by colleagues. They fear
being pitied or gossiped about.

•

They fear that talking about their experience, or hearing happy
baby news from others will trigger their emotions and tears.

•

But they also don't want to it to be an awkward taboo, the
'elephant in the room’.

•

They need to have their experience acknowledged, their loss
recognised and legitimised.

•

The whole situation can feel more complex if the pregnancy
hasn't been announced (e.g. pre-12 weeks).

Managers + colleagues

•
•
•
Photo by Alexis Brown on Unsplash

They don’t know if to talk, what to say or how.
Those who are pregnant or have children can feel guilty.
It can make it hard to announce future team baby news.
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Deciding to talk about a miscarriage is a big decision, one
that brings its own fear and risk. It also takes place within
the broader issue of gender equality at work.
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•

People fear and feel uncertain about having the conversation at
all, we see this reflected in the many questions on social about if and
how to tell your boss. Some advise against it, often sharing
examples of what happened to them.

•

They can feel uncertainty about how to start the conversation;
they worry about breaking down during it, or the negative impact that
might result.

•

The ‘12-week rule’ exacerbates this. If a pregnancy hadn’t been
announced, it becomes a harder discussion to start, as it exposes
their intent to have a child, before they were planning to.

•

There’s a worry about the career-limiting impact, of being sidelined for expressing emotional fragility or changes in perceptions of
them and their competence.

•

They’re concerned about being treated differently by colleagues,
they may be avoided or pitied, they may worry about confidentiality.
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Leave for miscarriage is protected in employment
legislation, but many people don’t seem to know this.
“Is it ok to take time off?” was one of the most common questions we found
in social. Clearly, there’s a lack of understanding about leave entitlement
for miscarriage. The common causes of uncertainty are:
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•

What is a ‘legitimate’ cause for leave? There’s a high degree of
uncertainty about what their rights are and what other support is
available. This suggests a lack of awareness of their rights or poorly
understood or developed employment policies.

•

What does it fall under? This links to the overall problem of not
having the right language for miscarriage. There’s confusion as to
whether it is ‘sick leave’, ‘bereavement’, ‘personal time’. This then has
implications for how long people can / should take. Which can be
made more complex if people return to work only to find they need
more time.

•

How do I ask for it? This links to anxieties about disclosure, asking
for time off brings an added layer of concern.

•

Who signs me off? There’s lots of confusion here. Is it the doctor, a
therapist? We found lots of inconsistencies in how people experience
this and some cases of doctors and employers being unsure too.
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“How long is ok to take off?” is another prominent and
important question people are struggling with.
How long is acceptable? What’s normal? What if they’re not ready to go
back?
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•

Work can make or break a recovery. A rushed return can be
detrimental for both parties in the longer term. For some, going back
quickly (2-3 days) can aid their recovery, where the environment is
supportive. For others, not taking any or enough time off can make
recovery more challenging and longer.

•

It’s personal. Such a deeply personal experience means there is no
‘one size fits all’ but HR policies often (have to) work that way.

•

Most take around 2 weeks likely reflecting the legal entitlement, but
some take – and need – 3 weeks, 4 weeks, 8 weeks, even 3-6
months.

•

There is clear anxiety for some to return ‘too soon’ with struggles
and worsened mental/emotional health a result.

•

There’s a clear fear of taking longer off, with concern about career
limitation and risk. Taking more time can trigger absence reviews,
disciplinary and even dismissal procedures.
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There’s a need to find the right balance for the individual
between helpful, healing time away, with the structure and
support that going back to work can bring.
The benefits of going back sooner

•
•

It’s a valued distraction, a sense of routine and normalcy. It’s
back to ‘them’, back to reality. Getting on, moving on.
A supportive and sensitive workplace can play a big part in
helping them heal and get back to themselves sooner.

The danger of not taking ‘enough’ time

•

People go back ‘too soon’ due to a real or perceived need to
return to work. Or they’re too scared to ask for time off.

•

It’s driven by a fear of being criticised, missing out, letting
people down, or pressure from their boss.

•

They can feel “pathetic” for taking time, especially if colleagues
didn’t. It compounds their sense of failure, challenging their
self-perception of someone who usually manages.

•
•
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Not taking enough time can lead to more serious problems
down the line, usually linked to emotional and mental health.
It’s something people regret and advise against.
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The underlying drivers behind the challenges surrounding
miscarriage and work are rooted in wider societal issues:
the silence and taboo, the lack of language and awareness.

•
•
•
•
•
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As employers, we can’t change society as a whole, but we can make
our section of it a little bit better.
We can take a role in leading the change.
We can support those organisations who are there to help those going
through it (e.g. the Miscarriage Association, Tommy’s).
We can also take a role as responsible employers and look at the
policies, guidance and support we have in place.
The final section of this report offers some ideas on what we can do
proactively to make a difference.
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It’s hard to talk when you don’t have the words. We should
encourage conversation and ways of working and from this,
the right language and new norms will emerge.
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•

We should be proactive. Given the gender issues surrounding
pregnancy and the unwritten 12-week rule, we shouldn’t wait for it to
happen to people. We know it does and will.

•

We should ‘name' miscarriage (and wider infant loss) overtly in our
employment policies and procedures. We should make it clear that we
know it happens, we know how difficult it can be, what their rights are
and how to access them.

•

We should call it what it is, it’s not 'sick' or 'personal' leave. We should
recognise it as a form of bereavement leave.

•

We should find ways to enable easier conversations between those
who are effected and their managers and colleagues. We could give
them some helpful tools and tips on 'how' to talk about miscarriage

•

We should use the great work that charities and support groups are
doing in terms of offering advice on what to say and what not to. Why
not see if you could partner with them in some way?

•

We should consider how to recognise and remember a baby loss (e.g.
cards tailored to the issue).
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Building on the idea of being proactive in our policies, we
should:

•

•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
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Ensure miscarriage and baby loss is written into your employment
policies, not just the statutory leave entitlement. Make clear your
expectations about it (e.g. how to report it) and commitment to
confidentiality.
Consider your approach to the '12 week rule' – can your employees
disclose pregnancy safely sooner? Regardless, ensure the pre-12
week miscarriages are not unintentionally silenced or unsupported

Give managers the tools and training as part of their development, to
have an open and positive conversation about miscarriage and how
individuals can be best supported.
Include 'how to help' in the event of a miscarriage at work.
Create a clear return to work approach: consider the need for
flexibility, with options for phased return; home working; regular
reviews of the work / recovery balance

Offer flexible time off, consider allowing extensions without triggering
disciplinary policies or implications on their career.
If possible provide time or money for counselling or other therapy.
Can you offer any interpersonal support e.g. a buddy system?
Roll this out to make sure everyone is aware.
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Charities:

•
•
•

Tommy’s
Miscarriage Association
Baby Loss Awareness Week (collaboration between charities)

Forums:

•
•
•

MumsNet
NetMums

Stories and comment threads on charities above

Bloggers & Influencers:

•
•
•
•

Liberty’s Mother
Storms & Rainbows
Dr. Jessica Zucker, I Had a Miscarriage
Jenna Kutcher: ‘10 Things No One Tells You About a Miscarriage

Podcasts + Further Reading:

•
•
•
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Life After Miscarriage
Managing Miscarriage
The Sadness of Miscarriage Can Build Up
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