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Coverage 
 
Since the registration of stillbirths is a legal requirement in each Canadian province and 
territory, reporting is virtually complete, with some important exceptions.  Québec and 
Saskatchewan use slightly more limited reporting criteria (500 or more grams birth 
weight, compared with 500 or more grams birth weight or a gestational age of at least 20 
weeks used in other provinces).  New Brunswick does not require the registration of 
stillbirths meeting the reporting criteria when the fetus is removed during a therapeutic 
abortion.  Stillbirth rates may be slightly underestimated in these provinces as a result.    
Under-coverage may also occur because of late registration.  Some stillbirths are 
registered by local authorities, but the paperwork is not forwarded to provincial or 
territorial registrars before a cut-off date.  These cases for 1996 represent approximately 
15 stillbirths, 6 years after the year of stillbirth (accumulated late records), or seven-
tenths of one percent of the total records.   
 
Other missing registrations may occur with Canadian women who have a stillbirth 
outside of Canada.  Only stillbirths in the United States are regularly reported to Statistics 
Canada, and of these, Statistics Canada has received only three records over the past 
decade. 
 
Over-coverage is minimal.  Stillbirths to non-resident women in Canada are registered 
but are excluded from most tabulations.  Duplicate stillbirth registrations are identified as 
part of the regular processing operations on each provincial and territorial subset, as well 
as by additional inter-provincial checks.  Additional edits for multiple births identify 
possible duplicates or missing records between the stillbirth and birth databases.  Possible 
duplicate registrations are checked against microfilmed registrations or optical images, or 
by consulting with the provinces and territories. 
 
Response rates 
 
Item response 
 
For 1997 to 2000, the response rates were 98% to 100% for most of the demographic 
variables on the stillbirth database (age of mother, sex of fetus, province of residence of 
mother).  The response rate for last name of mother and date of birth were both at 100%.  
The underlying cause of stillbirth is unknown in about 20% of the records, in most cases 
because the certifier was unsure of the cause, and not because of a data capture or 
processing error or omission.  Postal codes are not well reported and/or captured, with 
only 60% of the records having postal codes.  
 



Other Accuracy Issues 
 
Underlying cause of stillbirth certification 
 
There are two stages in the determination of an underlying cause of stillbirth:  
certification done by the certifier, and classification (coding) done by a medical coder.  
When a stillbirth occurs, the medical doctor in attendance, or the coroner, medical 
examiner or other certifier completes the medical certificate of stillbirth.  The certificate 
consists of several sections eliciting the direct cause of stillbirth, antecedent causes, and 
other significant conditions of the mother and fetus.  No quality studies specifically 
focusing on stillbirth certification have been done in Canada, but quality studies done on 
the certification of deaths have shown that approximately one-third of certificates contain 
major errors.  Most of the errors (about 85%) involve the use of non-specific conditions 
such as “stroke” or “heart failure”.  Approximately 10% of the errors involve illogical 
sequences of conditions entered in on the line items.  Some of these can be resolved 
during coding, where the classification rules pinpoint illogical sequences.  The remaining 
5% involve competing causes.  Proper training of certifiers, however, can greatly reduce 
these errors.  Statistics Canada is working with the provincial and territorial registrars on 
two projects to improve quality:  a half-day workshop suitable for continuing medical 
education credit, and an on-line tutorial. 
 
 


