
 

Latinas victimized by domestic violence much
likelier to experience postpartum depression

May 5 2011

Latinas who endure violence at the hands of a partner during or within a
year of pregnancy are five times more likely to suffer postpartum
depression than women who have not experienced such violence,
according to a new study by researchers at the UCLA Center for
Culture, Trauma and Mental Health Disparities.

The study, published in the current issue of Archives of Women's Mental
Health, suggests that recent exposure to intimate partner violence, or
IPV, is a much stronger prenatal predictor of postpartum depression than
even prenatal depression, which is generally considered the most
significant predictor.

In addition, recent partner violence has a stronger effect on postpartum
depression than prior episodes of trauma from either partners or non-
partners, the researchers said.

The authors suggest that pregnant women be screened for both prenatal
depression and IPV.

"The study brings attention to the role that partner violence plays in
postpartum depression and is particularly unique in that it examines this
problem in an understudied but high-risk population of pregnant and
postpartum Latinas in Los Angeles," said lead study author Jeanette M.
Valentine, a visiting associate researcher at the Center for Health
Services and Society at the Semel Institute for Neuroscience and Human
Behavior at UCLA.
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"It stresses the importance of prenatal screening for not only postpartum
depression but partner violence as well, with such screening potentially
contributing to interventions that could prevent the onset of postnatal
depression and its adverse consequences for mother, infant and family."

This research derives from Proyecto Cuna (Baby Cradle), a study begun
in 2003 to trace the effects of trauma on maternal and child health
among Latinas. Participants were recruited from obstetric and
gynecologic clinics at two private, nonprofit health care organizations in
largely Latino communities. In total, 210 women, aged 18 and older,
were enrolled in the current study.

The researchers found that women who had experienced IPV during
pregnancy or within the 12 months prior to pregnancy were 5.4 times
more likely to suffer postpartum depression than women who had not
experienced recent IPV.

"This finding is true even after controlling for prenatal depression and
low social support, which shows that recent IPV exposure during and
close to the pregnancy is a very strong predictor of postpartum
depression among Latinas," Valentine said.

The study also found that women who had experienced prenatal
depression were 3.5 times likelier to experience postpartum depression
than women who had not experienced prenatal depression.

Among the other findings:

43.7 percent of the women (83 participants) met the criteria for
depression during their first postpartum year.

33.2 percent (63) demonstrated depression symptoms during the
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prenatal period.

20.5 percent (39) experienced IPV within the prior 12 months.

23.2 percent (44) had experienced IPV further in the past.

According to the authors, the study does have some limitations, given
that the subjects were largely Spanish-speaking, non-U.S. born, low-
income Latinas, and the results may not be entirely applicable to other
populations. Still, they said, the findings merit further study. 

The next step, according to Valentine, will be to "examine the impact of 
intimate partner violence on the behavioral and emotional well-being of
the offspring and IPV's possible interaction with maternal depression in
adversely affecting children's mental health."

"This research has significant implications for the prevention of and
early intervention in children's mental health conditions," she said.
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