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erinatal mental health has been recognised in

recent years as a major public health concern.

Researchers, policy makers, service users and

health professionals have highlighted the huge

impact of mental health problems during
pregnancy, childbirth and the postnatal year, and the
need for improved care in this area.

The government’s confidential inquiries into maternal
deaths starkly highlighted the high human cost of perinatal
mental illness. Both the 1997-1999 and 2000-2002
triennial reports found that suicide and psychiatric illness
were the leading causes of indirect maternal death in the
UK. As many as one in seven women experience a mental
disorder during pregnancy or in the postnatal period.

The inquiry reports highlighted a number of key areas
where improvements in care may have prevented deaths
or reduced that risk.

In 2007, the National Institute for Health
and Clinical Excellence (NICE)
published guidance on the clinical
management of  antenatal
and postnatal mental health
which  underlined  the
importance of recognising
mental health problems
during pregnancy and for
a year after birth.

The NICE guidance
is intended to provide
a blueprint for setting
up cohesive services
throughout England. In
particular, it advocates a
network approach to
the organisation and
provision of perinatal
mental health services,
managed around the
woman and her family. It
sets out the evidence base
for clinical management
of specific mental health
problems, many of which
respond well to treatment
(Oates, 2000). The network
should have an identified clinical
lead who will champion the
implementation of the new approach.

National focus

A new perinatal mental health project, set up by the
National Institute for Mental Health in England’s
(NIMHE?’s) national Gender Equality and Women’s
Mental Health programme, will be looking at the keys
to improving care. The national project lead for perinatal
mental health is Cathy Freese (pictured left).

The project aims, in line with NICE guidance, to help
set up managed care networks in each region of England
and work across government departments to establish
ways to encourage different agencies to work together
better. The networks will oversee and manage all the
clinical elements of a perinatal mental health care
strategy. They are also starting to develop links with
social care, including the third sector.
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Mental health problems are
common during pregnancy
and following childbirth

Sue Waterhouse looks at what
is being done to enable new
mothers to access the most
appropriate support

NICE guidance recommends managed clinical (or care)
networks for perinatal mental health in all parts of the
country. It also suggests that networks are an effective way
of improving access to services and ensuring

that access is equitable. They make sure
there are good care pathways for
women with perinatal mental
health issues and help establish
clear national standards for

perinatal care services.
Ms Freese says: ‘Often
communication between
maternity services, mental
health and social care
organisations could be
improved. My role is
to help facilitate the

s for
baby

development of managed
care networks in the regions,
which would help address
these issues. We know that
perinatal mental health issues do
not only affect the woman: her whole
family is affected. The mother’s mental
health can impact on the quality of her
interaction with her baby, and therefore influence the
emotional and social development of her child. The
NICE guidance is clinically driven, but social care is also
likely to be affected if maternal mental health is not
sorted out early on.”

Crucially, the network of services needs to work across
the three separate service ‘worlds’ of maternity, children
and adult mental health, and incorporate social care and
the third sector.

‘Currently, we only have a couple of managed care
networks in the country,” says Ms Freese. ‘Generally,
networks and systems of care can vary from region to
region and can be disjointed. Some regions have mother
and baby units, but others do not. Perinatal community
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mental health services can also vary from region to
region, in both size and composition.’

BME group needs
Another area of concern and focus for the new project is
women from black and minority ethnic (BME)
backgrounds. The project will work to develop a national
perinatal mental health network to address issues related
to perinatal mental health, develop strategies for
addressing the specific needs of women from BME groups
and introduce these strategies to the regional networks.

The issue of maternal mental health is closely
connected to that of infant mental health. Research in
this area is increasingly identifying the need to focus care
not solely on the mother but also on the relationship
between mother and baby. Working with mothers and
infants to improve their interaction and attachment may
be seen as primary prevention of the development of
mental health issues in children.

‘Infant mental health problems are another area of
real concern,’ says Ms Freese. ‘Maternal mental health

can produce adverse outcomes and affect the
mother/baby relationship, with particular long-term
consequences for the child’s development. In the first two
years of the baby’s life, the mental health of both the
child and mother are paramount. Organisations working
with families — including social services departments —
need to work collaboratively to balance the needs of the
child and mother.’ It is perhaps no coincidence that the
new care programme approach places increased
emphasis on families.

‘There needs to be more emphasis on parenting skills
and better links with social care organisations, including
the third sector,” says Ms Freese. |
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The Gender Equality
and Women's Mental
Health Programme is
developing a website
which will contain
information about
this project and
provide updates.

See www.nimhe.
csip.org.uk
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