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Abstract

Background

Prevalence of postnatal depression (PND) is high (Western countries, 10-15%; Japan,
17%). PND can cause parenting impairment and affect family health (e.g. child behaviors,
cognitive development and physical health). This study aimed to reveal the risk factors of
PND during the pregnancy period in a Japanese sample, and to identify the psychosocial
risk factors of PND that should be appended to existing obstetric interview sheets. A cohort
study with a Japanese sample was conducted.

Methods

All 14 obstetrics hospitals in the Setagaya ward, Tokyo, Japan, participated in this study.
Pregnant women who booked their delivery between December 2012 and May 2013 were
enrolled. Data used for this study were collected at 20 weeks gestation, a few days and one
month postnatal. The questionnaires consisted of psychosocial factors and the Edinburgh
Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS). To identify PND risk factors, multivariate analyses
were performed.

Resulis

A total of 1,775 women participated in this study. Eventually, the data of 1,133 women were
used for the multivariate analyses. The demonstrated significant risk factors include EPDS
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score, primipara, “a perceived lack of family cohesion”, “current physical iliness treatment”
and “current psychiatric iliness treatment”.

Conclusion

This study highlights the importance of mental health screening using psychological mea-
sures during the pregnancy period. In addition, family environment, parity, physical and psy-
chiatric illness should be paid attention by professionals in maternal and child health. The
results also suggest that mothers’ feelings of developing their families should be supported.

Introduction

The prevalence of postnatal depression (PND) is high. In Western countries, the prevalence of
postnatal women experiencing a major depressive episode during this period is 10-15% [1]. In
Japan, it is estimated to be at 17% [2]. PND can cause parenting impairment [3-5] and have
negative effect on child behaviors [6], cognitive development [7] and physical health [8].

Obstetricians and midwives can serve as gatekeepers for detecting PND, as they see the
women during pregnancy and the postnatal period. Attention to the risk factors of PND can
lead to early detections and interventions for affected women. Previous studies performed in
the U.S. and Europe revealed that depressed mood or anxiety during pregnancy, the level of
social support, life events and psychiatric history, including previous experience of depression,
poor marital relationship and low social status, are all important risk factors of depression in
the postnatal period [1, 9, 10].

In Asia, two studies have suggested the sex of the newborn to be a risk factor of PND
because of a societal preference for male offspring. In their studies, the other risk factors are
consistent with previous studies; i.e. antenatal psychiatric morbidity, economic deprivation,
low education, and marital disharmony and protective factors; education, support from
extended family members, and employment [11, 12]. There are some studies that reported the
antenatal risk factors for PND in Japan. In the study by Kitamura et al., in which 290 Japanese
women expecting their first baby (among 1,159 women attending the antenatal clinic of the
five university hospitals) were exmined, it was stated that PND is characterized by poor accom-
modation, dissatisfaction with sex of the newborn baby and with the emotional undermining
[13]. Meanwhile, the Osaka Maternal and Child Health Study cohort study of 627 pregnant
women conducted in Neyagawa city in Osaka revealed that job, especially for those holding a
professional or technical full-time job, is significantly associated with a reduced risk of PND
[14]. On the other hand, household income or maternal and paternal educational levels are
not. Kokubu et al. reported that anxiety during pregnancy among 99 women attending four
antenatal clinics predicts PND, and the effect of negative attitudes towards pregnancy on PND
is possibly mediated by bonding failure [15]. Morikawa et al. revealed that social support and
depressive symptoms among 877 women during pregnancy affect PND [16]. In view of these
studies, we hypothesized that a large community-based cohort study that includes all the hospi-
tals in one area conducted during the perinatal periods can add strong evidence of risk factors
for PND. In addition, we think that perinatal professionals should pay attention to women at
high risk for PND during the antenatal period. In Japan, home visits by public health nurses
are conducted for almost all families with a newborn. The visits, done between one and four
months after delivery, serve as an important aspect of the health policy in Japan to prevent
child abuse and maltreatment, as well as to support child rearing and family mental health. At
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present, mental health screening during pregnancy is not a routine procedure in Japanese
obstetric outpatient clinics. Although interview sheets about psychosocial aspects are com-
monly used, they are not considered to be reliable from the viewpoint of mental health prac-
tices. Psychosocial risk factors of PND in the pregnancy periods are useful for the screening at
obstetric outpatient clinics to perform early interventions for women with high-risks of mental
health.

The purpose of this study was to demonstrate the important aspects that should be paid
attention to during the pregnancy period to predict PND. We conducted a cohort study on
antenatal and postnatal mental health to determine the risk factors of PND in a Japanese sam-
ple. Using the cohort study data, we investigated the important psychosocial risk factors of
PND.

Methods
Overall study design

This was a cohort study. The project commenced in September 2012, with the cohort recruited
from pregnant women in their second trimester in the Setagaya ward of Tokyo. Women who
gave informed consent were asked to answer a survey at 20 weeks gestation and at five time
points postnatal; the first few days, two weeks, one month, two months, and three months post-
natal. At the first survey, subsequent questionnaires were distributed to the women unless they
indicated their intention to withdraw from the study, or if they did not complete the question-
naire at the time point. Data for the survey at 20 weeks gestation, the first few days and one
month after delivery were collected via the self-administered paper questionnaires or electroni-
cally using MOMONGA (Xware Corp, Tokyo, Japan), an iPad2 questionnaire application, at
prenatal and postnatal check-ups, as well as during admission after delivery. One month post-
natal questionnaires were distributed by care providers and returned to them directly at the
hospital. For this study, we used the data at 20 weeks gestation (T1), a few days postnatal (T2),
and one month postnatal (T3). Recruitment of the participants was conducted between
December 2012 and May 2013. The flow of participants is shown in Fig 1.

Participants

Participants are pregnant women who had been followed up at all the obstetrics outpatient
clinics in the Setagaya ward (14 obstetrics hospitals), were under 20 weeks of gestation, and
made appointment to deliver at those clinics. Exclusion criteria included women with intellec-
tual disability, learning disorders or insufficient level of Japanese to complete the question-
naires, and those who did not deliver at the obstetrics hospitals in the Setagaya ward. In the
event that a participant gave birth to a stillborn baby, the participant was withdrawn from the
study. The research staff was updated with the situation by the perinatal staff. In turn, the
research staff deleted the details of the participants from the delivery list for the self-adminis-
tered paper questionnaires. Obstetricians, midwives and nurses supported the women in the
same way as they would for all other cases. If a participant had severe mental health problems,
medical care was administered by the perinatal staff. Subsequently, the participant was referred
to another psychiatric clinic or hospital according to normal protocol.

Recruitment

Two obstetric hospital networks in the Setagaya ward that were involved in the Japan Associa-
tion of Obstetricians and Gynecologists were approached. Following presentations at regional
network meetings, we met with the obstetric hospital directors who were interested to discuss
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