
 

More maternal mental health surveillance is
needed, suggests new study
21 May 2014

Maternal depression is more common at four years
following childbirth than at any other time in the
first 12 months after childbirth, and there needs to
be a greater focus on maternal mental health,
suggests a new study published today (21 May) in 
BJOG: An International Journal of Obstetrics and
Gynaecology. 

The study using data from 1507 women from six
public hospitals in Melbourne, Australia, examines
the prevalence of maternal depression from early
pregnancy to four years postpartum. The
researchers identify the possible risk factors for 
depressive symptoms at four years postpartum,
including previous depression, relationship
transitions, intimate partner violence and social
adversity.

Questionnaires were completed at recruitment and
at 3, 6, 12, 18 months postpartum and four years
postpartum. The Edinburgh Postnatal Depression
Scale was used in the questionnaire and intimate
partner abuse was assessed at 12 months
postpartum and at four years using the Composite
Abuse Scale.

Results show that almost one in three women
reported depressive symptoms in the first four
years after birth. The prevalence of depressive
symptoms at four years postpartum was 14.5%,
and was higher than at any time-point in the first
12 months postpartum.

Furthermore, women with one child at four years
postpartum were more than twice as likely to report
depressive symptoms at this time compared to
women with subsequent children (22.9% and
11.3% respectively).

The strongest predictor of depressive symptoms at
four years postpartum was having previously
reported depressive symptoms either in early
pregnancy or in the first 12 months after childbirth.
Other factors associated with depressive

symptoms were; young maternal age (18-24 years),
stressful life events/social adversity in the year prior
to the four year follow-up, intimate partner violence
and low income. Exposure to intimate partner
abuse in the first 12 months postpartum or in the
year prior to the four year follow-up was associated
with a four-fold increase in odds of reporting
depressive symptoms at four years postpartum.

The authors emphasise a need for current services
to extend surveillance of maternal mental health to
cover the early years of parenting and recommend
the integration of core mental health services within
routine primary healthcare (antenatal and postnatal
visits).

Dr Hannah Woolhouse, psychologist and Senior
Research Officer, from the Murdoch Childrens
Research Institute, Victoria, Australia and co-author
said:

"These findings provide a compelling case for re-
thinking current policy frameworks for maternal
mental health surveillance.

"It is likely that current systems of maternal mental
health surveillance in Australia and the UK will miss
more than half the women experiencing depression
in the early years of parenting. In particular, women
who do not have subsequent children may be
especially vulnerable to falling through the gaps as
they will not be reconnected back into primary care
services.

"There also needs to be a focus on social health
and relationships as we have found a strong link
between depressive symptoms and intimate partner
violence."

John Thorp, BJOG Editor-in-chief added:

"Much research has been conducted around
maternal mental health during the perinatal period,
however, we know very little about the prevalence
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of maternal depression after the first 12 months of
giving birth.

"The findings of this study reinforce the need for an
increased focus on maternal health, particularly in
the long term, as current guidance for professionals
focuses on pregnancy and the early months after
birth, and the need to take into account factors
linked to the mother's life." 

  More information: Woolhouse H, Gartland D,
Menash F, Brown S. Maternal depression from
early pregnancy to four years postpartum in a
prospective pregnancy cohort study: implications
for primary health care. BJOG 2014; 
dx.doi.org/10.1111/1471-0528.12837
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