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FACTS

AND POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION

For hundreds of thousands of women, the excitement of having a new
baby is marred by overwhelming feelings of anxiety and helplessness
caused by postpartum depression. The condition robs new parents of
happiness during what they rightly expect to be a joyous time.

Sadly, many women experiencing postpartum depression will not receive

a medical diagnosis or treatment. Often new moms or their health care
providers don’'t know the signs of postpartum depression—or don’t recognize
them. And most hospitals do not yet have screening policies in place.

In some cases, when new moms know something isn’t right, they feel
embarrassed, ashamed or too overwhelmed by the responsibilities of

new motherhood to take time to get or ask for help. This is not healthy for
them or their babies, which is why it’'s important to know the facts about
postpartum depression.
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]\{Iyth: Postpartum depression is just the “baby blues.”

Fact: Postpartum depression is a mood disorder that affects
approximately 600,000 women each year.! it is most likely caused by a
combination of physical and emotional factors.? Common symptoms like extreme sadness,
irritability, exhaustion and withdrawal are often dismissed as just the “baby blues.” While the
“baby blues” and postpartum depression have some commonalities, they are not the same.

Mild feelings of worry and tiredness are common when caring for a new baby; upwards of 80
percent of new mothers experience the “baby blues.” But these feelings typically subside on
their own in a matter of days or weeks for most new moms.? Approximately one in seven women
experience the more extreme feelings of postpartum depression,® though experts believe the
incidence is probably much higher.#
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A/b)th: Postpartum depression will go away on its own.

Fact:

Postpartum Depression
Medication
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If postpartum depression symptoms haven’t subsided in a week or
two, or if they are interfering with caring for the baby or everyday
tasks, treatment may be necessary. The two most common
treatments are talk therapy and medication.?

Engaging with a mental health professional can help new moms recognize and overcome
harmful symptoms and behaviors. Antidepressants are the most common pharmacologic
treatment. The medicine can help with regulating chemicals in the brain and stabilizing the
mother’s mood, although it may take a few weeks to become fully effective.

Just this year, the Food and Drug Administration approved the first medication specifically for
postpartum depression.®> Researchers are continuing to investigate additional therapies.

It’s important to start and continue treatment as prescribed because the ramifications of
leaving postpartum depression untreated can be serious. It can interfere with self-care and
relationships, and mothers can become more anxious, ambivalent or detached from their infant,
potentially leading to long-term adverse effects on the baby’s ability to sleep, eat and develop.
In extreme cases, postpartum depression can lead to suicide or harming the infant.?

Family and close friends may be the first to recognize the signs of postpartum depression in
a new parent. They should speak up and encourage the new mom or dad to seek help quickly.
Family and friends can also assist with caring for the baby, helping with other children or
tending to household tasks.

Elements ofPostpartum
Depression Treatment

Talk Therapy

Time_ly & Continuous Antidepressants
Treatment

Support of Friends, Family

or Peer Mentor




]\/_I))th: All new moms are equally susceptible to experiencing postpartum
depression.

Fact: Certain women are more likely than others to experience
postpartum depression, with the highest risk in those who have
previously experienced depression or postpartum depression.

Research shows moms who gave birth to low birthweight babies and those who had babies
requiring admission to the neonatal intensive care unit have higher rates of postpartum
depression. Parents who are 24 years of age or under, unmarried or less educated also
experience higher rates of postpartum depression.®

]\/_I))th: Only women are affected by postpartum depression.

Fact: Just like new moms, new dads may also experience extreme
sadness and fatigue, and feel overwhelmed by caring for their

new baby. Research shows depression among new dads is increasing,” and as many
as 25 percent of new dads experience paternal postpartum depression in the two months
following the birth of their child.®

Fathers of preterm infants can become emotionally disconnected and reluctant to express
their feelings in a neonatal intensive care unit setting.? Dads experiencing postpartum
depression symptoms should also see a health care provider so they can begin treatment
quickly,© before depression has a negative impact on parenting behaviors."
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]\/_I))th:
Fact:

Myth:

Fact:

Only psychiatrists can recognize postpartum depression.

All health care professionals, including those who work in primary
care, pediatrics, labor and delivery, the neonatal intensive care
unit, and other specialties, should be screening new parents for
postpartum depression.

The patient’s past medical history and family health history should be reviewed. Additionally,
factors that increase risk, such as stressful life events, history of depression, complications

during childbirth and strength of the parent’s psychosocial support networks should also
be considered.?

A positive screen using a tool such as the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale should
prompt a referral for further evaluation. Proper diagnosis may include symptom assessment,
an in-person interview and testing for other medical conditions.”?

If @ new parent develops postpartum depression, it will happen
quickly after the baby’s birth.

Postpartum depression symptoms typically develop within a
week or two after the baby is born. But for some new parents,

it may not emerge for months, or even up to one year later.’°

This is especially true for parents of babies admitted to the neonatal intensive care unit.®
There is so much competing for parents’ attention while their baby is being cared for in the

NICU that moms and dads may not show any signs of postpartum depression until after the
baby goes home.

CONCLUSION

Left untreated, postpartum depression can Lawmakers and health care administrators

have dire consequences for new moms, dads have the opportunity to lessen the devastating
and their babies. Yet many people wouldn’t effects of postpartum depression by broadening
recognize the signs. awareness, adopting supportive policies and

increasing funding for screening of new parents,

The American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists, the American Academy of

especially those most at risk.

Pediatrics and the U.S. Preventive Services Task An investment in early identification and
Force all recommend universal screening for treatment of postpartum depression has the
postpartum depression. Following this directive, potential to improve the lives of hundreds of
obstetricians, pediatricians and hospital staff are thousands of new parents and their children
increasingly adopting this practice, but more can each year.

be done to encourage it.
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from birth to age two. NCfIH envisions safe, healthy infants whose families can access the

information, care and treatment their babies need.
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