
 

Depression during pregnancy linked to
placental gene modifications
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Episodes of maternal stress or depression during pregnancy are
associated with chemical modifications to placental genes, according to a
study by researchers from the National Institutes of Health. The
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modifications involve DNA methylation—binding of compounds known
as methyl groups to DNA—which can alter a gene's activity. Some of the
methylation changes associated with maternal depression occurred near
genes involved in brain development, suggesting that maternal
depression in pregnancy could have long-term implications for the
mental development of the child.

The study was conducted by Fasil Tekola-Ayele, Ph.D., of NIH's Eunice
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development, and colleagues. It appears in Epigenomics.

The researchers undertook a genetic analysis, called an epigenome-wide
association study, on samples of placentas delivered from 301 pregnant
women who participated in a previous study. Study participants
responded to questionnaires on their levels of stress and depression
throughout their pregnancies. The researchers found that a history of
stress was associated with methylation changes in two placental DNA
sites and a history of depression was associated with changes in 16
placental DNA sites. Of the changes associated with depression, two
were near genes linked to brain development.

Previous studies have found associations between maternal depression in
pregnancy and a higher risk for depression in children. The researchers
called for long-term studies to determine whether epigenetic changes in
the placenta associated with stress and depression can be used to predict
children's mental health outcomes.

  More information: Markos Tesfaye et al, Impact of depression and
stress on placental DNA methylation in ethnically diverse pregnant
women, Epigenomics (2021). DOI: 10.2217/epi-2021-0192

2/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/genetic+analysis/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pregnant+women/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pregnant+women/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/depression/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2217/epi-2021-0192


 

Provided by National Institutes of Health

Citation: Depression during pregnancy linked to placental gene modifications (2021, October 6)
retrieved 4 May 2024 from
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-10-depression-pregnancy-linked-placental-gene.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-10-depression-pregnancy-linked-placental-gene.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

