
 

Postnatal psychosis is rare, but symptoms
can be brushed aside as 'normal' for a new
mom
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The period after birth of a child is supposed to be a time of great
happiness for women. However, a significant number of new mothers

1/6

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7491613/pdf/WPS-19-313.pdf


 

will experience a mental illness at this time.

One is postnatal psychosis (also known as postpartum or puerperal
psychosis). It's not related to postnatal depression.

Postnatal psychosis affects one to two in every 1,000 new mothers, or
about 600 women each year in Australia.

But our interviews with women who have been diagnosed with this rare
but serious condition show their symptoms were often dismissed as a
normal part of adjusting to motherhood.

What is postnatal psychosis?

Postnatal psychosis affects women across all cultures and geographic
areas.

The condition can put a woman at risk of self-harm or suicide and, on
rare occasions, of harming others including her new baby or other
children.

We don't know what causes it. But contributing factors may include 
sleep deprivation, and rapid hormone changes associated with pregnancy
and childbirth.

The risk of postnatal psychosis increases if a woman has a history of 
bipolar disorder or has had postnatal psychosis before.

What are the symptoms?

Symptoms can begin in the first few days after giving birth but may not
appear until up to 12 weeks afterwards.
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https://www.thewomens.org.au/health-information/pregnancy-and-birth/mental-health-pregnancy/post-partum-psychosis
https://www.cope.org.au/health-professionals/health-professionals-3/perinatal-mental-health-disorders/puerperal-psychosis/
https://www.cope.org.au/health-professionals/health-professionals-3/perinatal-mental-health-disorders/puerperal-psychosis/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/postnatal+depression/
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD009991.pub2/full
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/women/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S026661382100245X
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/sleep+deprivation/
https://www.sane.org/information-stories/facts-and-guides/bipolar-disorder#what-is-bipolar-disorder
https://www.cope.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Postpartum-Psychosis_Health-Prof-Fact-Sheet.pdf


 

Some women have manic symptoms

manic symptoms include feeling they do not need to sleep, and
are powerful and strong
women may have unusual experiences, such as seeing or hearing
things others cannot. They may believe things that are not true
they can also make unrealistic and impulsive plans, can be
disorganized or forgetful, and talk very quickly
their moods may change rapidly or they may seem excessively
happy.

Others have depressive symptoms

depressive symptoms include a loss of energy and an inability to
sleep or eat
women may have thoughts or auditory hallucinations that they
are a bad mother and they may say they wish to die.
Hallucinations or delusions (false beliefs) point to postnatal
psychosis rather than to postnatal depression
women may find it difficult to complete activities, such as caring
for themselves or their baby, or attending to other tasks in the
home
they may believe they are helpless, hopeless and worthless,
especially as a mother
they can become isolated and no longer enjoy activities.

Women say it's traumatic

Women say postnatal psychosis is traumatic, especially if they do not get
help when they first report symptoms. But it can be challenging to
diagnose because of the stigma surrounding mental illness around the
time of giving birth.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/depressive+symptoms/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/auditory+hallucinations/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+illness/


 

Women say they are reluctant to disclose unusual symptoms as they feel
ashamed they are finding motherhood difficult and worry they may lose
custody of their baby.

It's perinatal mental health week and today's topic is "stigma and
the myth of the perfect parent."

As a mental health professional & child protection worker, I
found it so hard to ask for help when I was suffering from
postnatal psychosis bc of stigma. https://t.co/wPL5c2GE3V

— Ariane Beeston (@ArianeBeeston) November 7, 2021

When we interviewed ten women, who had experienced an episode of
postnatal psychosis in the past ten years, we discovered another barrier to
diagnosis.

Women said they knew they had unusual symptoms, such as not being
able to sleep or changes in the way they thought or behaved, but they
found it difficult to get help. Often, they were told these symptoms were
a normal part of adjusting to motherhood.

Their postnatal psychosis was not identified until their only option was
admission to an acute mental health unit and separation from their baby.

So we need more education about the condition for health-care workers.
By identifying the condition earlier, this gives women more treatment
options.

There are treatments

Once diagnosed, the condition can be treated with antipsychotic and
mood stabilizing medication, prescribed by a psychiatrist or other
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https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2Fs00737-015-0548-6.pdf
https://t.co/wPL5c2GE3V
https://twitter.com/ArianeBeeston/status/1457172143737741319?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S026661382100245X


 

treating doctor.

This is very effective but medication is often not started until the
symptoms have become very severe and the woman requires
hospitalization in an acute mental health unit, without her baby. This
separation can compromise the developing bond between them.

So early diagnosis can potentially reduce the time a woman may spend in
an acute mental health unit.

Admission to a mother-baby unit

Best practice is to admit women and their babies to a mother-baby unit,
which is usually linked to a hospital. This allows women to continue to
care for their babies with the support of child and family health-care
professionals.

However, publicly funded units are only available in Victoria, South
Australia, Western Australia and Queensland. In New South Wales, two
public mother-baby units are being built. In NSW, the only existing one
is a private facility, which many families cannot afford.

Helping others

The women we interviewed said they developed support networks with
each other. One woman told us: "You feel like, okay, that was such a
hard experience, is there a way that we could make that a little less hard
for the women who are going to go through it next time?"

Women wanted to tell their stories so others would better understand
postnatal psychosis and could find it easier to get help.

5/6

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00737-009-0117-y
https://www.cope.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/COPE-Perinatal-MH-Guideline_Final-2018.pdf
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/new-unit-provides-mother-and-baby-mental-health-support-to-western-sydney-20210909-p58q9v.html
https://www.sjog.org.au/our-locations/st-john-of-god-burwood-hospital/our-services/mental-health-and-therapy/mother-and-baby-unit


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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