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Streszczenie

Zaburzenia depresyjne w ciąży i okresie okołoporodowym stanowią wyzwanie diagnostyczne i coraz częściej
występujący problem społeczny. Częstość występowania depresji w ciąży waha się od 10% do 16%, a około jedna
trzecia wszystkich przypadków depresji poporodowej ma swój początek jeszcze w okresie ciąży. Od początku 2019r.
obowiązuje Rozporządzenie Ministra Zdrowia z dnia 16 sierpnia 2018r. w sprawie standardu organizacyjnego opieki
okołoporodowej, które po raz pierwszy wprowadziło obowiązek trzykrotnego przeprowadzenia badania przesiewowego
w kierunku zaburzeń depresyjnych - dwukrotnie w czasie ciąży i raz w okresie okołoporodowym, definiowanym jako
pierwsze 6 tygodni po porodzie. W związku z powyższym dokonano przeglądu aktualnej i dostępnej literatury
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dotyczącej problemu występowania zaburzeń depresyjnych w okresie ciąży i możliwych czynników zwiększających
ryzyko ich wystąpienia.

Słowa kluczowe: depresja, ciąża

Summary

Depressive disorders of antenatal and postnatal period are diagnostic challenge, as well as increasingly frequent social
problem. Incidence of antenatal depression varies from 10% to 16%. Around one third of all postpartum depression
cases has its beginning during the antenatal period. From the beginning of 2019, Ministry of Health’s regulations
specified for the first time the recommendation to perform screening of depressive symptoms - twice during the
pregnancy and once during the perinatal period, defined as the first six weeks after the delivery. Therefore the review of
current studies in the subject of mental health issues during pregnancy was conducted in order to establish possible risk
factors.

Key words: depression, pregnancy

Introduction and purpose

The most difficult aspect of stating a diagnosis is when none of the up-to-date, modern and advanced medical
tools isn’t sufficient for an unambigous diagnosis. That is the case when it comes to depression - a disease which
perpetually does not have a diagnosis method, which beyond a reasonable doubt can answer the question, whether the
patient is ill or not.

According to the World Health Organization over 264 million people of all ages suffer from depression [1].
Mental health of a women in the context of being a mother became a subject of interest already in the ancient

times, mostly considering tragically ended postpartum psychosis. Then, after a very long intermission, the subject was
brought back by Plater between XVII and XVIII century and the cases of postpartum psychosis, „maternal instincts
disturbances” or „hatred towards babies” were reported. At the beginning, all of the cases mentioned above were
attributed to the poor women who had illegitimate, unwanted children. Cases of such situations among married women
were reported reluctantly [2].

Motherly „melancholia” was pictured by E. Dumas in the French literary work translated as the „killing young
children by their parents”. One of the described by Dumas cases was women who sold everything to prepare farewell
feast for her children, then strangulated all of them in their sleep and killed herself [3]. Such reports started to become
more and more frequent. Pioneer Gordon’s studies about etiology and course of mild peripartum mood disturbances
started the new era of depression history [4]. In 1968 Pitt - psychiatrist - drew attention toward this atypical problem of
depression among women after delivering a baby [5].

According to the society norms it was known and in most of the cases - still is - that pregnancy, birth and
postpartum period are the time of constant joy of expecting the offspring, some kind of the „protected time” from all
kinds of sorrow, sadness, lack of strength, despair. At the moment of getting pregnant, automatically the society’s
perception of woman changes and she is not seen as an individual with a separate psychological condition any more.

Considering this approach relatively few thorough studies were conducted about depression during pregnancy
and the existing ones include wide range of results. This review aims to collect the existing data on the subject of
depression cases during pregnancy, about its prevalence and risk factors to help with screening and prevention of
mental health issues in pregnancy. The topic is important considering the obligatory depression screening during
pregnancy, that started in 2019.

Brief description of the state of knowledge

One of the oldest available studies - from 1994 stated that the problem of depression affects about 10% of
pregnant women [6]. In 1998 the suggested prevalence reached even 25% of pregnant women [7]. In meta-analysis
from 2005 the incidence of major depressive episode was estimated as 3,8% at the end of the first trimester, 4,9% at the
end of the second and 3,1% at the end of the third trimester of pregnancy [8]. Recent studies report that even one third
of all of the postpartum depression cases has its beginning during pregnancy [9]. At the same time it is difficult to point
whose responsibility it is to detect the first signs of mental health issues among pregnant women.

The most frequent health care providers to contact pregnant women are obstetrician-gynecologists during
scheduled visits, sometimes this job is executed by the midwife when the pregnancy is considered to be physiological.
When affected by not-gynecological malignancies woman turns to general practitioner and during postpartum period
again the midwife is the one to contact. There are a few situations when the pregnant woman has a possibility to visit a
psychologist or psychiatrist and usually are caused by mental health issues detected before the pregnancy. This shifts
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the weight of the identification of subtle signs of mental health disorders towards the stated above health care providers.
It is worth mentioning these groups until 2019 weren’t equipped with any screening tools.

Obligatory depression screening

At the beginning of 2019 the Ministry of Health’s Directive from the 16th of August 2018 entered into force
and introduced the obligatory screening which is the part of standardized care during pregnancy and labour. Screening
towards the depression symptoms is supposed to be performed three times - twice during the pregnancy — between 11
and 14 weeks, then between 33 and 37 weeks and once in the postpartum period, within the first 6 weeks after the
delivery date [10]. The Directive unfortunately doesn’t precise the tool that should be chosen to perform the screening,
leaving an open field to the interpretation. According to the recommendations the patient selected during the screening
as the one with higher risk of depression should be referred to psychologist and in some cases to psychiatrist.

Depression during pregnancy - what do we know about the risk factors

According to some of the available data the age of woman during pregnancy doesn’t correlate with the
prevalence of depression [11, 12, 13]. In the studies where the correlation with age was found, the age group with the
highest risk of depression were young mothers - younger than 20 years old [14, 15, 16] or at the other side - the oldest
pregnant women [14, 17, 18].

Lower education status as well as low income, poor housing conditions and financial problems are one
numerously mentioned as risk factors of depression during pregnancy [19, 20, 21]. Also it seems to be important
whether a woman has a significant other during the time of pregnancy. Lack of partner’s support during this large life
changing event was frequently listed as a depression risk factor [22, 23, 24, 25, 26]. But what is interesting in some
studies the importance of the quality of the relationship was underlined to be a protective factor, not being in the
relationship in general [27]. Risk of depression rises when women stay home full time or are unemployed comparing to
working women [28, 29], as well as the poor working conditions and possible discrimination due to pregnancy impact
the mental health of a pregnant woman [30].

Depending on personal capabilities and coping mechanisms different stressful events can cause increased risk
of depression. This includes divorce, conflicts with partners, losing job [31]. Among frequently mentioned was the fact
of sexual abuse especially during childhood which severely affects the pathophysiology of central nervous system [32].
Women who experience this kind of trauma suffer from stress reaction system damage including sympathetic system
disruption and serotonin flow [33].

Health condition seems to be important factor when it comes to depression in general. It was proved that
carbohydrates disorders - gestational diabetes as well as diabetes before pregnancy, both type I and II increase the risk
of depression during pregnancy [34, 35, 36, 37]. Hyperglycaemia and insulin resistance which occur during pregnancy
cause increased levels of stress hormones including cortisol and exacerbate depressive symptoms [38, 39]. Fear of the
consequences of fetal and maternal complications during pregnancy and labour typical for gestational diabetes are also
mentioned among depression causes [39]. Thyroid dysfunction was not proven to be a factor for depression during
pregnancy nor has been the intake of L-thyroxine [40]. Smoking cigarettes before pregnancy increased the risk of
depression [41, 42].

Obstetric history was also a subject of interest when it comes to an impact on depressive symptoms during
pregnancy. Most often the number of previous pregnancies did not change the prevalence of depression [43]. When it
comes to the duration of pregnancy it is stated that the highest risk of depression occurs during the 3rd trimester and the
lowest during the 1st trimester of pregnancy [44]. There is no difference in depression prevalence comparing women
who experienced vaginal delivery and cesarean section [45, 46]. Numerous of previous obstetric complications seem to
cause depressive symptoms during following pregnancies, such as complications during labour, intrauterine fetal death,
pregnancy losses [47, 48, 49, 50]. According to WHO recommendation it is important to wait 6 months after pregnancy
loss to minimize the risk of mental health issues during next pregnancy [51].

Considering the consequences of depression for the condition of current pregnancy it was demonstrated that
women depressed during pregnancy give birth to children with lower birth weight and more often experience preterm
birth [52, 53, 54].

Currently the most important and well documented depression risk factor remain previously experienced
mental health issues, especially depression and anxiety disorder [55, 56, 57]. In one of the conducted studies it was
pointed out that even one half of pregnant women diagnosed with depression suffered previously from major depressive
episode [58]. Another depressive episode in life which takes place during pregnancy favors the risk of maintaining the
symptoms also after the delivery of the baby, which means it increases also the risk of postpartum depression [59].

Conclusions

Depression during pregnancy - a time of dynamic hormonal, physical, psychological and social changes -
remains hidden under a number of situations that appear to the society as „normal” for the time of pregnancy, which
causes frequent oversight of evident symptoms. The subject of mental health issues during pregnancy is still a blank
within the scientific approach as well as social awareness.
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Research on risk factors and establishing suitable diagnostic tools, especially considering cultural differences
in countries, needs to be performed in a wider range.
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