
POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION 

 
Having a baby is a joyous time for most women.  But many women feel sad, afraid, angry or anxious after childbirth.  Most new 

mothers have these feelings in a mild form called postpartum blues.  Sometimes these feelings are called “baby blues”. Postpartum 

blues almost always go away in a few days.  About 10% of new mothers have a more serious problem called postpartum depression.  

Postpartum depression lasts longer and is more intense, it often requires counseling and treatment. Postpartum depression can occur 

after any birth, not just the first.   

 

Baby Blues – Many new mothers are surprised at how weak, alone, and upset they feel after giving birth.  Their feelings do not seem 

to match the feelings they thought they would have.  They wonder, “What have I got to be depressed about?”  They fear that these 

feelings mean that they are bad mothers. In fact, about 70-80% of women have baby blues after childbirth.  About 2-3 days after birth, 

they begin to feel depressed, anxious and upset. For no clear reason, they may feel angry with the new baby, their partners, or their 

other children.  They may also cry for no clear reason, have trouble sleeping, eating, and making choices, and almost always question 

whether they can handle caring for a baby.  These feelings may come and go in the first few days after childbirth.  The baby blues 

often go away in a few hours or a week or so without treatment.  

 

Postpartum depression   - Women with postpartum depression have such strong feelings of sadness, anxiety, or despair that they 

have trouble coping with their daily tasks. Postpartum depression can occur at any time after birth, but it most commonly starts 1-3 

weeks after delivery.  Women with postpartum depression need treatment with counseling and sometimes medication.  Without 

treatment, postpartum depression may become worse or may last longer.  Postpartum depression is common, one out of eight women 

will experience it.    

 

Reasons for Postpartum Depression  

 

Postpartum depression is likely to result from body, mind, and lifestyle factors combined. No two women have the same biologic 

makeup or life experiences.  These differences may be why some women have postpartum depression and others do not.  It also may 

help explain why a woman can cope with the demands of everyday life but find the stress of a new baby hard to handle. 

 

Levels of hormones estrogen and progesterone decrease sharply in the hours after childbirth.  This change may trigger depression in 

the same way that much smaller changes in hormones levels can trigger mood swings and tension before menstrual periods.  Some 

women are more bothered by these changes than others.  They may be more likely to have postpartum blues or depression.  

 

Also, new mothers seldom get the rest they need.  In the hospital sleep is disturbed by visitors, hospital routine, and the baby’s 

feedings.  At home, the baby’s feedings and care must be done around the clock, along with household tasks.  Fatigue and lack of 

sleep can go on for months.  They can be a major reason for depression. 

 

 Having a baby who must stay in the hospital after birth can cause sadness and guilt.  A woman may feel guilty that she did something 

wrong during pregnancy.  Sadness about coming home without the baby is very common. 

 

Mixed feelings sometimes arise from a woman’s past.  She may have lost her own mother early or had a poor relationship with her.  

This might cause her to be unsure about her feelings toward her new baby.  She may fear that caring for the child will lead to pain, 

disappointment or loss. 

 

Feelings of loss are common after having a baby.  This can add to depression.  The loss can take many forms: 

 

Loss of freedom.  This can include feelings of being trapped and tied down. 

 

Loss of an old identity.  The mother may be used to someone else taking care of her or of being in control. 

 

Loss of prepregnancy shape and feelings of having sex appeal. 

 

 

 



When to Suspect Postpartum Depression 

 

 A new mother may be developing – or already have -  postpartum depression if she has any of the following signs  or 

 symptoms.  

 

 The baby blues do not start to fade after about 1 week, or if the feelings get worse. 

 

 Strong feelings of depression and anger come 1-2 months after childbirth. 

 

 Feelings of sadness, doubt, guilt, or helplessness seem to increase each week and get in the way of normal  functions. 

 

 She is not able to care for herself or her baby. 

 

 She has trouble doing tasks at home or on the job. 

 

 Her appetite changes. 

 

 Things that used to bring her pleasure no longer do. 

 

 Concern and worry about the baby are too intense, or interest in the baby is lacking. 

 

 Anxiety or panic attacks occur.  She may be afraid to be left alone in the house with the baby. 

 

 She fears harming the baby.  These feelings are almost never acted on by women with postpartum depression, but  they can 

 be scary.  These feelings may deal to guilt, which makes the depression worse. 

  

 She has thoughts of self-harm or suicide. 

  

 A new mother having any of these signs or symptoms should take steps right away to get help. 

 

What You Can Do 

 

 If you are feeling depressed after the birth of your child, there are some things you can do to take care of   

 yourself and your baby: 

 

 Get plenty of rest.  Do not try to do it all. Try to nap when the baby naps. 

 

 Ask for help from family and friends, especially if you have other children.  Have your partner help with feedings at night. 

 

 Take special care of yourself.  Shower and dress each day, and get out of the house.  Get a baby sitter or take the  baby 

 with you.  Go for a walk, meet with a friend, and talk with other new mothers. 

  

 Tell your partner or a friend how you feel.  Often just talking things out with someone you trust can provide relief. 

 

 Call your doctor if your feelings do not improve or if you feel hopeless.  Blues that do not go away after about a week or 

 feelings that get worse may be signs of a more severe depression.  Tell your doctor if you are afraid you might neglect or 

 hurt your baby. 

 

 Your doctor can refer you to experts in treating depression.  These experts will give emotional support, help you sort 

 through your feelings, and help you make changes in your life.  You also may be given antidepressants. These drugs 

 generally are considered safe to use during breast-feeding.   

 

 Hotlines and support groups are available for woman with postpartum depression.  Talk to your doctor about finding 

 help in your area. 

 

 To get well, women with postpartum depression need realistic goals and support.  Learn how to nurture yourself as well as 

 your family.  Small, daily things can make a big difference.  It is important to take time for yourself, get out of the house, 

 and reach out to family and friends.  Do only what is needed, and let the rest go. 

 

 Women who have had postpartum depression before are at risk of having it again after another pregnancy.  Your doctor 

 may suggest that you begin treatment right after your next pregnancy to prevent postpartum depression.  


