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Policy Implications Paper 2:

Mental health needs of mothers whose 
babies are admitted to a neonatal unit 

 Almost one in three mothers of infants admitted to a neonatal
unit experienced depression, anxiety, and/or posttraumatic
stress six months after childbirth.

 24% experienced postnatal depression

 16% experienced postnatal anxiety

 15% experienced postnatal posttraumatic stress

 16% experienced two or more* (comorbid) mental health problems

 All rates were higher compared to mothers whose infants were
not admitted to a neonatal unit.

Our recent review and meta-analysis of existing
studies found that the prevalence of anxiety and
posttraumatic stress was higher in mothers of infants
admitted to a neonatal unit than in the general
perinatal population.1 Prevalence estimates varied
widely across the included studies, potentially
because of differences in how the studies were
carried out (e.g. different participant characteristics,
different assessment methods and timing). Many of
the studies also included small numbers of
participants.

We combined data from two large nationally-
representative maternity surveys in England in 2018
(N=4,509)2 and 2020 (N=4,611)3. Mothers were
identified by the Office for National Statistics using
birth registration records. All were at least 16 years
old, had given birth in England, and were contacted
six months after childbirth.

We examined the prevalence and factors associated
with postnatal depression, anxiety, and
posttraumatic stress six months after childbirth for
mothers of infants who had been admitted to a
neonatal unit.4 Postnatal mental health was assessed
using standardised self-report measures. All
estimates were weighted to account for varying
response rates among different demographic groups
of women.

 Among mothers of infants admitted to a neonatal unit, the
strongest risk factors for postnatal mental health problems
were having a long-term mental health problem and antenatal
anxiety, while social support and satisfaction with birth were
protective factors.

Policy implications

 High levels of mental health problems six months after childbirth among mothers of infants admitted to a neonatal unit
suggest the need for:

 repeated mental health screening for mothers of infants admitted to a neonatal unit, beyond the universal screen
for mothers six to eight weeks after childbirth

 interventions to support mothers’ emotional wellbeing as part of routine care within neonatal units
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