Fact Sheet: Fetal Survival and Risk of Pregnancy Loss
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Maternal measures that help reduce the risk of fetal disease
With advancements in science, non-surgical interventions are available to women that can
increase pregnancy health. A mother’s daily consumption of folic acid and immunization are
important proactive steps that every mother can take to decrease the risk of disease for herself
and her baby.
Folic acid consumption:
Perhaps the best-known and most extensively studied prenatal intervention is maternal
consumption of folic acid (Vitamin B9) in her diet prior to conception and during pregnancy for
reducing the risk of serious birth defects of the baby’s brain (also known as neural tube defects).
The two most common types of neural tube defects are anencephaly and spina
bifida. Anencephaly is a serious birth defect in which parts of a baby’s brain and skull do not
form correctly. There is no known cure for anencephaly. Spina bifida is another serious birth
defect in which a baby’s spine does not develop correctly. Babies with the most severe form
called myelomeningocele may have severe neurologic and intellectual impairment, including
paralysis.
Folic acid has been proven to reduce the incidence of neural tube defects in women with one or
more previously affected children and in women who have no risk factors.1 For this reason, the
CDC urges all women of reproductive age who might become pregnant to consume 400 mcg of
folic acid every day, in addition to consuming food with folate from a well-balanced diet.2
Since starting mandatory folic acid fortification of cereal grain products in the United States in
1998, more babies have been born healthy. A key study from 2015 found that the proportion
of babies in the population born with a neural tube defect has decreased by 35% in the
United States resulting in about 1,300 more babies born healthy without a neural tube
defect each year because of mandatory fortification.3
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Maternal immunization:
Vaccines administered during pregnancy can provide protection for the mother and baby against
serious infectious diseases. Maternal immunization boosts the concentration of maternal
antibodies, which can transfer across the placenta to the baby, providing protection until the
infant is old enough to be immunized after birth. 4 Maternal immunization can also provide
indirect protection, achieved through prevention of maternal infection and through breast milk
antibodies.5
Vaccination for influenza (the flu) is recommended for all pregnant women to reduce the risk of
severe illness caused by the influenza virus, which could be fatal.6 A 2018 study found that
vaccination reduced a pregnant woman’s risk of being hospitalized with the flu by an
average of 40 percent.7 Despite the fact that the influenza vaccine is safe and reduces risk for
mom and baby, about ½ of pregnant women still do not get vaccinated.8

Early heartbeat detection is a prognostic indicator of fetal survival
Numerous published studies document that detection of a fetal heartbeat, verification of a live
embryo or fetus, is a prognostic indicator for survival of the fetus to term. Even early detection
of fetal heartbeat points to long-term survival. For example, Seungdamrong et al. found that
ultrasound detection of fetal cardiac activity at 6 weeks’ gestation had a 93% positive predictive
value for successful completion of the first trimester in IVF pregnancies. 9 Bae and Karnitis
found that detection of fetal cardiac activity at 7 weeks’ gestation had a 90.5% predictive value
for fetal survival and ongoing pregnancy.10
Hyer et al. showed that presence of a heartbeat at 6-8 weeks’ gestation correlated with a live
birth rate of 98% in normal pregnancies without intervention. 11 Doubilet et al., showed that
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ultrasound detection of a normal heartbeat at 7 weeks‘ gestation predicted 91.5% survival to the
end of the first trimester, and those survivors proceeded at a rate of 95.1% to be liveborn
infants.12 Cashner et al. published similar findings that, if a live fetus is documented by
ultrasonography at 8-12 weeks' gestation, survival to at least 20 weeks’ gestation is 98.0%.13
Likewise MacKenzie et al. found that in the normal population, women with a viable pregnancy
at less than 12 weeks’ gestation as detected by ultrasound showed 98% fetal survival up to 28
weeks.14 The primary determinant associated with a live embryo or fetus was ultrasound
detection of a heartbeat.

In utero therapies that increase fetal function and survival
Birth defects are the leading cause of infant deaths, affecting approximately one in every 33 live
births (about 3%) in the United States each year and accounting for 20% of all infant
deaths.15,16Environmental risk factors have been identified that contribute to neural tube defects,
including the lack of folic acid supplementation and low dietary intake of folate described above.
However, there are other genetic and environmental causes that prenatal vitamins alone cannot
correct. For some of these birth defects there are fetal treatment options.
Fetal therapy
Fetal therapy is an exciting advancement in maternal-fetal medicine with the goal to repair
structural defects before birth and possibly even cure disease in the prenatal period. Such
revolutionary advancements in fetal surgery have proven successful for reducing infant mortality
in treatment of several conditions including sacrococcygeal teratoma (SCT), congenital
diaphragmatic hernia (CDH), congenital cystic adenomatoid malformations (CCAM), severe
kidney obstruction and oligohydramnios, spina bifida, twin-to-twin transfusion syndrome
(TTTS), and many others.17 Almost monthly, we hear in the news about another baby who
received life-saving fetal surgery using advanced medical techniques. In fact, Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia recently celebrated the birth of their 2,000th fetal surgery
patient.18
Spina bifida
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Significant infant improvements have been observed in myelomeningocele, the most severe form
of spina bifida, The Management of Myelomeningocele Study (MOMS) found that fetal surgery
on fetuses with spina bifida before 26 weeks' gestation was associated with a decreased risk of
death or shunting before postnatal age 12 months, as well as improved mental and motor
function (including independent walking) at 30 months of age.19 Researchers in the follow-up
MOMS2 trial have shown those benefits continue into childhood, up to 10 years after birth. 20
Twin-to-twin transfusion syndrome
In another example, minimally invasive fetal surgery for treating twin-to-twin transfusion
syndrome (TTTS) has saved the lives of one or both twins at all stages of disease between 16-26
weeks’ gestation conventionally, and as early as 14-15 weeks in severe cases.21 High-volume
fetal therapy centers, such as the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia (CHOP) Center for Fetal
Diagnosis and Treatment, report a higher than 90% survival rate of at least one twin and a higher
than 80% survival rate of both twins after laser ablation.22 The Cincinnati Children’s Fetal
Center reports similar data of higher than 80% overall survival of at least one or both twins. 23
Alpha-thalassemia
In utero hematopoietic cell transplantation (IUHCT) is another form of fetal therapy using adult
stem cells to treat specific blood disorders and congenital disease that can be diagnosed prenatally.
Adult stem cells from a healthy donor, such as the mother or father, are transplanted into the
recipient fetus for repair of diseased cells. In patients with alpha-thalassemia major (ATM), a
disease resulting in fetal demise and severe neurological impairments, fetal therapy with serial in
utero transfusions has shown potential for fetuses surviving to term with normal neurologic
outcomes.24 The world’s first in utero stem cell transplant was performed by Dr. Tippi Mackenzie
at UCSF Medical Center, who successfully and safely transplanted a mother’s own stem cells
into her unborn fetus diagnosed with alpha-thalassemia. 25

Risk of early, intermediate, and late pregnancy loss
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Early fetal loss is defined as the natural demise of the fetus before 20 weeks completed, also
known as a miscarriage. Intermediate loss between 20-27 weeks and late fetal loss of 28 weeks
or more is called a stillbirth. The risk of fetal loss is highest during the first trimester (prior to 12
weeks) and decreases beyond 12 weeks' gestation. More detailed risks by week are given below
based on various reports.
• A 2018 study reported that among all self-reported pregnancies, excluding induced
terminations, the risk of pregnancy loss was 19.7% and early pregnancy loss was 13.5%
during 1990–2011.26
• The March of Dimes reports that most miscarriages happen in the first trimester before
the 12th week of pregnancy. Miscarriage in the second trimester (between 13 and 19
weeks) happens in 1 to 5 in 100 (1 to 5 percent of) pregnancies.27
• Four independent studies report that by week 14, the miscarriage rate falls below 10
miscarriages per 1,000 (<1%) and drops even lower through week 20.28
• Risk of fetal loss at 15 weeks is < 1% in both white and black women.29

•

About 1 pregnancy in 100 (or about 6 per 1,000; <1%) at 20 weeks of pregnancy and
later is affected by stillbirth, and each year about 24,000 babies are stillborn in the United
States.30

Active treatment in extremely premature increases survival
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Babies born extremely premature can receive advanced medical care and active treatment to
increase their chances of survival.31 Such active care is enabling babies to survive younger and
younger, as early as 21 weeks' gestation.
Diana’s Story--”TwentyTwo Matters”
A mom shared her daughter’s journey as the “smallest surviving baby” at an Orlando hospital
(22 weeks 4 days, 340 grams). She stated, “Remember this story when someone says a baby is
‘too small to be intubated.’”
https://www.facebook.com/groups/273628386593418/permalink/706840789938840/

Story of Jemarius Jachin Harbor
Jemarius Jachin Harbor born at Emory Decatur Hospital in Georgia at only 21 weeks young,
weighing only 13 ounces, smaller than the size of a hand on Friday December 20, 2019. The
baby had extremely low odds of survival. The mother had lost two previous preemies at 22
weeks each. As she reported to local news station, -quote: “We looked at each other in the eye
and I told him [doctor] just give it a try. I just want you to try as long as you try that’s all that
matters to me, don’t just up and say that you can’t do it. Just ‘cause you haven’t done it doesn’t
mean it can’t be done,” said McPherson. And her little baby boy was treated and survived.32
Story of Richard Scott William Hutchinson
Richard Scott William Hutchinson was born at 21 weeks' gestation in June 2020, during the
pandemic shutdown (weighing less than a can of soda) at Children’s Minnesota, who celebrated
his first birthday earlier this year. His parents were initially told that he had a 0% chance of
survival but then received the advanced care he needed and survived.33
Hospitals equipped to give active treatment to babies at 22 weeks: 22 Weekers Map
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