
 

Domestic violence and perinatal mental
health

May 28 2013

Women who have mental health disorders around the time of birth are
more likely to have previously experienced domestic violence, according
to a study by UK researchers published in this week's PLOS Medicine.

The researchers, led by Louise Howard from King's College London,
found that high levels of symptoms of perinatal* depression, anxiety,
and post-traumatic stress disorder were linked to having experienced
domestic violence either during pregnancy, the past year, or over a
woman's lifetime.

The researchers (also the authors of the published study) reached these
conclusions by reviewing 67 relevant studies (in a systematic review) and
combining the results.

They found that around 12-13% of postnatal depression (i.e. high levels
of postnatal depressive symptoms) is linked with experiences of
domestic violence during pregnancy. In a further analysis, the authors
found that women with antenatal and postnatal depression were three
times more likely to have experienced domestic violence in the past year
and 5 times more likely to have experienced domestic violence when
pregnant. Women with antenatal anxiety disorders were also three times
more likely to have experienced domestic violence over her lifetime but
this figure was less in women with postnatal anxiety disorders.

However, it is important to note that these findings cannot prove that
domestic violence can cause perinatal mental health disorders or provide
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evidence that perinatal mental health disorders can lead to subsequent
domestic violence, and there is no information on other perinatal mental
disorders, such as eating disorders and puerperal psychosis.

The authors say: "Our finding that women with high levels of symptoms
of a range of perinatal mental disorders have a high prevalence and
increased odds of having experienced domestic violence both over the
lifetime and during pregnancy highlights the importance of health
professionals identifying and responding to domestic violence among
women attending antenatal and mental health services."

They continue: "Further data is… needed on how maternity and mental
health services should best identify women with a history or current
experience of domestic violence, respond appropriately and safely, and
thus improve health outcomes for women and their infants in the
perinatal period."

  More information: *the perinatal period refers to the period before,
during, and after pregnancy 
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