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FACTSHEET
Pre & Postnatal Depression
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Pre and Postnatal Depression

Life change

The transition to parenthood can be a difficult time, and health professionals routinely talk about it as a life stage of high stress. Women in particular (men and coparents as well, can get pre and postnatal depression also) face changes to their lifestyle, self-image, role/s, relationships, body, hormones… 

Given all these changes, together with the physical toll of pregnancy, labour, childbirth, and breastfeeding or bottle feeding has it’s own stresses, it is not surprising that many women find the first year after the birth of a baby to be a difficult one and experience some or all of the following: tiredness, mixed feelings about the baby, the partner and becoming a parent in general; irritation about not being able to ‘get things done’; periods of distance from the partner; sadness about the loss of the ‘way things used to be’; guilty about not being or doing enough; fearful for the future; lacking in confidence in any number or areas in life; overwhelmed with responsibility…

The baby blues

The baby blues is a period of mood swings that you can experience soon after your baby is born. Up to 70% of women experience the baby blues which lasts from only a few days to a couple of weeks.

What causes the baby blues

The baby blues is caused by sudden hormonal changes just after your baby’s birth. There can be other causes –long labour, traumatic delivery, baby starting to wake up and feed more frequently as they can do Day 3 to Day 4 combined with your milk “coming through”.

How do I feel if I get the baby blues?

You could feel emotional and burst into tears for no reason at all! Some mums (dads/co-partners) feel anxious and tense, tired due to the constant flow of visitors, reaction to your baby’s birth and birth experience and physical and emotional exhaustion. They may worry about minor problems and often have trouble sleeping. Others may feel unwell and extremely tired.

The difference between baby blues and postnatal depression

Given the long list of ‘normal’ feelings, it can be tricky knowing when feelings are no longer ‘normal’ and when to ask for help. The extent to which becoming a parent is difficult for any one person varies for lots of reasons that are not even fully understood by health professionals. 

For many women the symptoms of post natal distress come out of the blue. Health professionals are there to listen to you and to talk to about your feelings. They will not judge you but will put in place strategies to help you and your family.
So, what things may indicate that talking about what is going on might help? They are pretty simple really and here they are:

· an overall feeling of being unable to cope and/or being really sad about your life

· not enjoying your role at all, and/or

· experiencing any thoughts or feelings that worry you or your family/friends.

Women know when things aren’t right for them. So if this is you, or someone you know, you will want to know:

What may help?

For some women a good cry with an understanding friend or family member will help; other women will benefit from more professional help. I think that most women tend to seek out the understanding friend or family member first (if they are lucky enough to have one) and see how they feel after this. The next step may be to ring a helpline or you may consult your GP or early childhood nurse. They may in turn refer you and your baby to a Family Care Centre or Mother/Baby Unit where you and your baby will receive support, understanding and assistance as required.

All of these people are trained to help you – but do remember that if you don’t get enough information or someone says something unhelpful for you, either ask them for more information or feel free to seek more advice – not all approaches will work for you. Keep in mind that some women find practical support really helpful, yet others require further assistance in the way of psychological counselling, medication or a stay in hospital or all of these supports. You and your family are the best judges about what suits your circumstances: Remember that you and your family are the experts on your own situation and that there are many services to support you in the sometimes difficult transition to becoming a wonderful parent.

What are the symptoms of pre/postnatal depression 

· Poor self image 

· Low self worth 

· Loss of control when usually you are in control 

· Inability to do household tasks 

· Inability to think clearly or find the right words 

· Tearfulness for no apparent reason 

· Exhaustion and over-concern about the lack of sleep 

· Overwhelming feelings of anxiety or depressed mood 

· Poor appetite or overeating 

· Loss of sexual interest 

· Fear of being alone 

· Fear of social contact 

· Irritability 

· Apathy 

· Obsessional thoughts or activities 

· Exaggerated fears about health and safety of self, baby or partner 

· Suicidal thoughts, plans or actions 

There are many services to support you in the sometimes difficult transition to becoming a wonderful parent. Caring for yourself will help you to manage life circumstances just that little bit better. 

Will I get better? 
Yes, you will get better. It may take a while, but with appropriate help you will feel better about the changes in your life. Some women may need counselling-others need counselling and medication, but medication always needs to go with counselling to understand the process and how you are feeling.


Can I help myself? 
Yes, by seeking help when you recognise that you are feeling low in spirits. It is important to take the time to attend to your own needs when demands are being made of you, not only by your baby but by other family members. Plan regular small amounts of time away to recharge. Make sure you do not become isolated in your home. Pay extra special attention to your diet (see the Forum segment on Nutrition or download an article ). Eat regular meals and try to get as much rest as often as your baby allows. 

If you believe your family will understand how you are feeling at this time-talk to them. 


Can postnatal depression recur? 
Yes, it is possible to suffer postnatal depression after the birth of subsequent children, but not always. Often the depression is less severe and can be minimised with the support of your health professional, family and by your midwife both prior to and after the birth of your baby. 


Where can I get help? 
You can seek help from: 

· Your early childhood health nurse 

· Your doctor 

· Tresillian Family Care Centres, Karitane or your local family care centre 

· Family support agencies such as the local Community Health Centres. 

· Mother/Baby Units

Referral contact numbers are below. You will also find these numbers in your Baby's Blue Book. 

· Tresillian Parent Help Line: 
Sydney Metropolitan: (02) 97875255
Outside Sydney: 1800 637 357 (free call outside Sydney metropolitan region). 

· Karitane Mothercraft Society: 
Sydney Metropolitan: (02) 9794 1852
Outside Sydney: 1800 677 961 (free call outside Sydney metropolitan region). 

· Your local doctor, hospital or health professional. 

· Please consult your blue book for 24hour contact help line numbers and child health services outside of NSW. 

Reference: Tresillian Family Care Centre "Some Postnatal Feelings". 


The Issue of Social Isolation Following the Birth of Your Baby is a Crucial One. 
Unless you are returning to work immediately after the birth you will be faced with periods when you feel all alone. Your partner may have returned to work and there are only so many times you can ring him/her. 

Being at home with your baby is wonderful, but it can for many parents be the first time they have to deal with social restriction and in some cases (first in your social circle to have a baby) a sense of isolation, changed perspectives and interests. This can be a challenge, even frightening and for some overwhelming. As a result there may be consequences on our moods, parenting skills and confidence. 

It is essential to maintain existing friendships and develop new networks that will be able to support you and challenge you. Nurturing this form of self-care will have benefits for your mental wellbeing, personal growth and relationship. The development of these long-term social connections may enrich your life and ultimately your family. 

Written by Catherine Propsting
Registered Nurse, Midwife & Child and Family Health Nurse.
May 2002 


What May Assist You in Maintaining Existing Friends: 

· Make the effort to call-they may not call you in case they disturb you. 

· Invite your friends over-you’ll supply the coffee they can bring the food. 

· Keep abreast of current issues. 

· Allow yourself a night out without the baby. Immerse yourself in their current topic and occasionally throw in a U beaut piece of info about you and your baby. 


Creating a Social Network. Where do I go: 

· Make the effort to call-they may not call you in case they disturb you. 

· This may be a time in which you rediscover your family. Mum, your sister/sister in law or cousins may be available and able to offer a non threatening comfort zone. 

· Utilise acquaintances established during the antenatal classes, and from the E.D.P.G. (Early Days Parenting Groups). 

· Remember a lot of these parents are in the same boat as you, so don’t be afraid to give some one a call. 

· There are new parent groups established at most E.C.H.C. (mother/baby clinics) where you may develop a core of friends that can meet for coffee mornings & baby interaction. 

· Community resources include; time out activities that develop a personal interest (eg. craft). 

· Play groups, occasional care centres and church groups where you can become involved in their committees and meet other like parents. 

· Your local council, library and E.C.H.C. often have notice boards with information on activities and groups of interest to parents. 

· Some local sporting clubs supply social mothers’ competitions and child-care facilities. 

· Pramwalking groups. 

· NMAA (now known as Australian Breastfeeding Association) are in most areas and not only assist with breastfeeding but have social networking capacities and information days. 

· There are organisations that deal with baby massage and postnatal maternal fitness that also offer avenues for you to expand your social connections. 

· Try and identify facilities in your area where you can meet in pleasant baby acceptable surroundings, other than the shopping centre. 

· Look for sheltered grass areas, parks, maybe your home even the movie theatres (for example Roseville, Warringah Mall and Warriewood have crying rooms). 

Written by Catherine Propsting
Registered Nurse, Midwife & Child and Family Health Nurse.
May 2002 

The information contained on this website is of a general nature and is designed for educational purposes only. The information is not meant to replace the recommendations or advice of your midwife, doctor or child health nurse. Please consult your relevant health professional regarding your health care and that of your baby's. 
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