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Abstract
Changes in mental health symptoms throughout pregnancy and postpartum may impact a woman’s
experience and adjustment during an important time. However, few studies have investigated
these changes throughout the perinatal period, particularly changes in posttraumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) symptoms. The purpose of this study was to examine longitudinal changes in PTSD,
depression, and anxiety symptomatology during pregnancy and postpartum. Pregnant women of
ethnically diverse backgrounds receiving services for prenatal care at an outpatient obstetric-
gynecology clinic or private physicians’ office were assessed by interview on symptoms of PTSD,
depression, anxiety, and general stress up to four times, including their first, second, and third
trimester, and postpartum visits. Overall, during pregnancy there was a declining trend of PTSD
symptoms. For anxiety, there was no overall significant change over time, however anxiety
symptoms were individually variable in the rate of change. For both depression and general stress
symptoms there was a declining trend, which was also variable in the individual rate of change
among women during their pregnancy. Visual and post-hoc analyses also suggest a possible peak
in PTSD symptoms in the weeks prior to delivery. While most mental health symptoms may
generally decrease during pregnancy, given the individual variability among women in the rate of
change in symptoms, screening and monitoring of symptom fluctuations throughout the course of
pregnancy may be needed. Further studies are needed to examine potential spiking of symptoms in
the perinatal period.
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Introduction
Pregnancy and childbirth are significant events, whereby major physiological,
psychological, and social changes can contribute as stressors in a woman’s life and act as
significant risk factors in the development or exacerbation of mental health issues (Apter et
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al. 2011). Mental health problems during the perinatal period may impact adjustment during
pregnancy and the postpartum period. Furthermore, mental health disorders during the
perinatal period are associated with inadequate prenatal and pediatric care as well as
numerous adverse outcomes for the offspring (Vesga-Lopez et al. 2008).

Perinatal PTSD and other mental health disorders
The most commonly recognized mental health disorders during the perinatal period are
depression and anxiety, with systematic study reviews reporting estimated prevalence
ranging from 6.5% to 12.8% for depression or depressive symptoms (Bennett et al. 2004;
Gavin et al. 2005), and other studies reporting prevalence ranging from 13% to 16.3% for
anxiety disorders or symptoms (Heron et al. 2004; Smith et al. 2004; Wenzel et al. 2005).
More recently, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has also begun to emerge as a
significant mental health concern during pregnancy and postpartum (Seng et al. 2010).

For women, the estimated occurrence of lifetime PTSD ranges from 9.7% to 20.2% (Kessler
et al. 2005; Resnick et al. 1993; Seng et al. 2009) and from 4.6% to 5.2% for current PTSD
(Kessler et al. 2005; Resnick et al. 1993). A majority of the traumatic events underlying
PTSD symptoms in women often involve interpersonal violence such as physical assault,
childhood sexual abuse, sexual assault, or intimate partner violence (Bruce et al. 2001).

There is a growing body of research in PTSD related to childbirth and perinatal
complications (Alcorn et al. 2010; Ayers et al. 2009; Forray et al. 2009; Maggioni et al.
2006), recognizing that prior reproductive trauma may increase a woman’s risk for the re-
emergence of PTSD symptoms and other mental health problems during the perinatal period
(Born et al. 2006). However, it is also known that many women experience traumatic events
well before their childbearing years and may enter pregnancy with mental health problems,
including PTSD (Goebert et al. 2007; Mezey et al. 2005; Morland et al. 2007; Rodríguez et
al. 2010; Yampolsky et al. 2010), which may be undiagnosed or untreated.

There is less known about the prevalence of PTSD during the perinatal period, although
some studies have shown that 7.7% to 7.9% of women have PTSD during pregnancy
(Loveland Cook et al. 2004; Seng et al. 2009) and 3.6% to 6.3% of women may have
postpartum PTSD (Alcorn et al. 2010). PTSD has been seen to co-occur with depression and
other anxiety disorders during the perinatal period (Cerulli et al. 2011; Loveland Cook et al.
2004; Smith et al. 2006).

Subclinical levels of PTSD, depression, and other anxiety symptoms have also been shown
to be distressing for expectant mothers, diminishing the experience of pregnancy and
potentially influencing maternal-child bonding and attachment (Ayers et al. 2006). In
particular, symptoms of PTSD expressed at a subclinical level have been suggested to be
related to the same problems as classic PTSD such as comorbid mental health problems,
high risk behaviors such as depression and alcohol use (Yarvis and Schiess 2008) and
clinically meaningful levels of functional impairment (Stein et al. 1997). Mental health
concerns, such as traumatic stress and PTSD during pregnancy, may in turn have
consequences on fetal development or birth outcomes (Alder et al. 2007; Dunkel Schetter
and Tanner 2012; Federenko and Wadhwa 2004; Littleton et al. 2007; Morland et al. 2007;
Rogal et al. 2007; Rosen et al. 2007; Seng 2002; Seng et al. 2001; Wadhwa et al. 2001) and
infant and child development (Brand and Brennan 2009; Koubovec et al. 2005; Monk 2001;
Van den Bergh et al. 2005)).

Changes in Symptomatology during Pregnancy and Postpartum
Although perinatal studies have examined discrete changes in symptomatology from
pregnancy to postpartum, relatively fewer published studies have prospectively investigated
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the longitudinal fluctuations of mental health symptoms during the perinatal period (Brooks
et al. 2009; Evans et al. 2001; Glynn et al. 2008; Heron et al. 2004; Ross and McLean 2006;
van Bussel et al. 2009). Moreover, we were unable to find studies specifically measuring
longitudinal PTSD symptoms changes throughout the perinatal period from early pregnancy
through postpartum. This study seeks to fill this gap by prospective examination of
longitudinal changes in PTSD, depression, and anxiety symptomatology during pregnancy
and postpartum. Further, given that perinatal studies often lack inclusion of women from
underrepresented ethnic populations, such as Asians and Pacific Islanders, this study also
adds to our knowledge by examining these longitudinal changes in mental health
symptomatology in a sample of ethnically diverse pregnant women.

Materials and Methods
Participants

Data are presented from a longitudinal study of perinatal behavioral health among women
on Oahu, Hawai‘i (Goebert et al. 2007), that was approved by the local Institutional Review
Board and conducted over a period of 4 years (2002–2006). One hundred and nineteen
women were assessed on one or more of four occasions during the course of their
pregnancies: (1) at their initial prenatal visit, which was usually during the first trimester; (2)
during the second trimester; (3) during the third trimester; and (4) at postpartum. Women
who met the following inclusion criteria were invited to participate in this study: (1) English
speaking, (2) 18–35 years of age, and (3) presenting for their initial prenatal care visit at one
of three outpatient obstetric-gynecology (ob/gyn) clinics or private physicians’ offices
associated with a local community medical center specializing in the care of women and
children on Oahu, Hawai‘i. Of 159 eligible women invited to join the study, the participation
rate was 75%.

Procedures
All participants provided written informed consent prior to study enrollment. Participants
were interviewed in a private area of the waiting room of the clinic or physician’s office
during their prenatal and postpartum visits. The interview was conducted in English and
lasted approximately 30 minutes. The interview at the initial screening included questions
for the following: demographic information (age, ethnicity, marital status, education, and
household income); substance use (alcohol, smoking, and other illicit drug use); general
stress; history of trauma; symptomatology for PTSD, anxiety, and depression; and social
support. During subsequent trimester and postpartum visits, the interview was repeated
using a shorter questionnaire that lasted approximately 20 minutes. Participants were
compensated with a $5 gift certificate to a local retailer for each trimester interview
including the initial screening interview and a $10 gift certificate for the postpartum
interview. The assessment measures that were collected during the interview and are the
focus for the statistical analyses conducted in this study are described below.

Trauma and PTSD Symptoms—The Traumatic Life Events Questionnaire (TLEQ;
Kubany et al. 2000) was used to assess the various types of trauma that women had
experienced during their lifetime, including interim trauma during pregnancy and
postpartum. Categories of trauma included interpersonal violence such as domestic abuse,
sexual assault, and child abuse. The TLEQ also assessed the participants’ helplessness or
horror in response to the endorsed trauma exposure and the event which caused the most
distress.

Current PTSD symptoms related to the reported trauma exposure were measured using the
PTSD Checklist - Civilian version (PCL-C; Weathers et al. 1994). Item responses, reflecting
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a range of symptom intensity, were used to calculate a total clinical symptomatology score.
Cut off scores vary depending on the prevalence of PTSD in the target setting, with typical
scores ranging from 40–50 in specialty mental health clinics to 30–35 in civilian primary
care or active duty population screening (Blanchard et al. 1996; Bliese et al. 2008; Freedy et
al. 2010). PCL-C items that measured re-experiencing, avoidance, and hyper-arousal
symptoms based on the criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-IV; American Psychiatric Association 1994) were also used to determine PTSD
status.

Depressive Symptoms—The Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-
D; Radloff 1977), a 20-item self-report screening instrument, was used to measure
symptoms of depression in the previous 7 days. The CES-D has been used as a screening
instrument for depression (score of 16 or higher) in women during and after pregnancy
(Marcus et al. 2003; Mosack and Shore 2006).

Anxiety—Levels of state anxiety at each assessment were measured using the 20-item
State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger et al. 1983). The STAI is the most widely
used self-report measure of anxiety in adults. Cutoff scores of 40 or higher were considered
to screen positive and be at risk for an anxiety disorder (Rondo et al. 2004).

General Stress—General stress was measured using a short 10-item version of the
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; Cohen et al. 1983). The self-report items ask respondents to
appraise general and nonspecific distress.

Analyses
Data were organized into the number of weeks since the start of pregnancy, which follows
the general convention of a trimester and postpartum calendar, and then further classified as
follows: (1) early (0–6.9 weeks) and late (7–13.9 weeks) first trimester; (2) early (14–21.9
weeks) and late (22–27.9 weeks) second trimester, (3) early (28–32.9 weeks), middle (33–
36.9 weeks), and late (37–40+ weeks) third trimester, (4) early postpartum (within 6 weeks
after delivery), and (5) later postpartum (more than 6 weeks after delivery). Start of
pregnancy was determined by subtracting the weeks of gestational age from the delivery
date from available labor and delivery records, or by self-reported last menstrual period.

To examine potential differences among women from the different recruitment sites,
dichotomous variables were created for depression and anxiety risk, based on cut-off criteria
indicating risk for diagnosis. A dichotomous variable for current PTSD status was also
created, using the corresponding PCL symptoms matching the DSM-IV diagnostic criteria
for full PTSD or for symptoms in the subclinical PTSD range, which has been shown to
have similar levels of impairment or relationship to associated mental health and behavioral
risk factors (Breslau et al. 2004; Manne et al. 1998; Morland et al. 2007; Stein et al. 1997;
Yarvis and Schiess 2008). Subclinical PTSD was defined as meeting the required number of
symptoms for each of the categories of PTSD, but with a lesser intensity (Morland et al.
2007).

To determine appropriateness of the symptom measures for our sample of ethnically diverse
women, Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency analyses were performed.

For the main analyses, total symptom scores for PTSD, depression, other anxiety, and stress
were included for longitudinal analyses. Composite scores for subcategories of PTSD
symptoms were calculated from PCL-C items (Weathers et al. 1994) into DSM-IV criteria
for re-experiencing (Criterion B), avoidance (Criterion C), and arousal (Criterion D)
symptoms.
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Descriptive and inferential analyses using PASW Statistics 18.0 software were used to
examine sociodemographic characteristics including age, education, ethnicity, marital status,
socioeconomic level, and clinic site. To assess increases or decreases in scores within
individual women, mixed-effects regression analyses were conducted using STATA (v11) to
examine longitudinal changes in PTSD symptoms and other mental health problems,
including depressive symptoms, additional symptoms of anxiety, and stress. In mixed effects
regression, the fixed effects represent the mean impact of a predictor, weighted for each
individual based on the number of observations and variance for the specific individual.
Therefore, the fixed effect of time examined the mean change in our outcomes (PTSD,
depression, and anxiety symptom scores) across all women. Mixed effects regression also
has a random effects component. The random component of time was examined to
determine whether the change in outcomes (PTSD, depression, and anxiety symptom scores)
differs across the individual women.

Results
There were significant differences in age, education level, marital status, ethnic breakdown,
and annual household income level across the three clinic recruitment sites. However, these
differences were expected due to purposive sampling for ethnic and socioeconomic
diversity. The overall mean age at first interview across the clinics was 27.2 years (SD=4.8),
with a range of 18–35 years. Approximately 36% of women were high school educated,
34% had some college education, 14% had a college degree, and almost 16% had
postgraduate education. Fifty-seven percent of women were married, while 43% were
single, separated, or divorced. The sample was overrepresented for Asian (39.8%) and
Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (38.1%), and underrepresented for Caucasian (20.4%) and
Other (1.8%) ethnic groups. Annual household incomes were distributed as follows: $41,000
or higher (53.2%), $31,000-$40,000 (11.4%), $21,000-$30,000 (10.1%), and $20,000 or less
(25.3%). Although the prevalence of PTSD (18.8%, 23.3%, 5.9%, respectively for three
sites; n=109; χ2=4.321; df=2; p=0.115) and depression (30.3%, 52.3%, 31.4% respectively
for three sites; n=112; χ2=5.134; df=2; p=0.077) at the initial assessment did appear to differ
between the three sites, the differences were not statistically significant. For the remaining
longitudinal analyses of mental health symptomatology, the data were analyzed as a single
sample, representing a wide spread in mental health.

Internal consistency reliability Cronbach’s alpha statistics for the symptom measures
verified that the instruments are performing adequately for our sample. The Cronbach’s
coefficient alpha for raw and standardized scores as a function of assessment occasions
(trimesters/postpartum) ranged as follows: 1) CESD raw (.84–.92), standardized (.87–.93);
2) PCL-C raw (.88–.95), standardized (.89–.95); 3) PSS raw (.88–.91), standardized (.88–.
91); and 4) STAI raw (.88–.92), standardized (.88–.92).

Mental health symptom scores across pregnancy and postpartum yielded 260 observations
for PTSD (PCL-C) from 97 women, 260 observations for depression (CESD) from 97
women, 264 observations for anxiety (STAI) from 98 women, and 264 observations for
general stress (PSS) from 98 women. These represented between one to four scores per
woman, as each woman could have as many as four observations – one for each pregnancy
trimester, as well as a postpartum observation. Mean total scores on the measures of mental
health symptomatology are presented in Table 1.

Figure 1 depicts the mean total scores on the measures of mental health symptomatology
results plotted across weeks since the start of pregnancy. A visual peak in total scores for
PTSD, anxiety, depression, and general stress symptoms was seen in the late third trimester
followed by a decrease in symptoms in early postpartum.
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Results of Regression Models
A visual examination of the data made it apparent that scores between 7 weeks of pregnancy
and <6 weeks postpartum may have linear trends that were not evident in the earliest
pregnancy period or late postpartum period. We therefore restricted our regression analyses
to observations measured between 7 weeks of pregnancy and <6 weeks postpartum,
however, a comparative set of models were also fitted using all observations. Results of both
sets of regression models for examining the trend of mental health symptoms across time
among pregnant women are summarized below (Table 2). With one exception noted in the
anxiety findings, both models produced similar pattern of results, therefore we have focused
the findings for each of the mental health symptom measures to the models fitted using
observations from 7 weeks pregnancy to <6 weeks postpartum.

PTSD Symptoms—For PTSD outcomes using PCL scores, the average estimated score at
the beginning of pregnancy (the intercept) was 30.46, and decreased by 0.10 per week
(p=0.031). While there was statistically significant variability in the intercept (SD=11.31,
p<0.001), the decrease in PCL score over time had little variability across women
(SD=1.28e-09). This means that while women varied in their PCL level, with some women
having generally high PCL scores and others low scores, individual changes in score
throughout pregnancy were remarkably similar.

Anxiety—For anxiety levels, the average STAI score at the beginning of pregnancy
(intercept) was estimated to be 32.27, but was found to vary significantly across pregnant
women (SD=6.89, p<0.001). The mean individual change in STAI was not significantly
different from 0 (0.06, p=0.266), but there was variability among the pregnant women in this
change (SD=0.19, p<0.001). That is, some women experienced increases in STAI score
through pregnancy and postpartum, while others experienced declines.

Depressive Symptoms—For depression outcomes, the average CESD score at the
beginning of pregnancy (intercept) was estimated to be 16.24, but was found to be
significantly variable among pregnant women (SD=8.13, p<0.001). On average, depressive
symptom scores decreased 0.11 points per week of pregnancy and postpartum, but the
variability of the declining trend was statistically significant (SD=0.12, p<0.05). This means
that, while for most women CESD declined and this mean decline was statistically
significant, for some women CESD actually rose and this difference in the changing CESD
across women was also statistically significant.

General Stress—For general stress outcomes, using PSS scores, the average score at the
beginning of pregnancy (intercept) was estimated to be 17.01. Like the other mental health
scores, however, the PSS score was also found to be significantly variable among pregnant
women (SD=5.42, p<0.001). On average, stress scores decreased by 0.083 per week
(p=0.012), but the variability of this trend was also statistically significant (SD=0.11
p<0.001), meaning that for some women PSS rose.

Other Post-hoc Analyses
As seen in Figure 1, there appeared to be a peak period of symptom scores during the late
third trimester (weeks 37–40 or prior to delivery). Therefore, although our subsequent
analysis cannot be used to confirm that the peak we saw would likely be evident in a repeat
study with a different population, we did conduct a hypothesis generating post-hoc analysis.
We assessed the mean differences between the peak period and surrounding non-peak
periods (weeks 33–36.9 and <6 weeks postpartum) for symptoms of PTSD, anxiety,
depression, and general stress.
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As shown in Table 3, when comparing the peak period at weeks 37–40.9 to the surrounding
time periods (weeks 33–36.9 and <6 weeks postpartum), there were differences in mean
PTSD as well as mean general stress symptom scores. In our population, symptoms of
PTSD and general stress were significantly higher in the late third trimester just prior to
delivery compared to before or after this time period. The mean scores of anxiety and
depressive symptoms were also higher during the late third trimester, but the differences for
these two mental health measures in our population were not statistically significant.
Further, because PTSD showed a significant peak of symptom scores during the late third
trimester, an additional post-hoc analysis for the subcategories of PTSD symptom clusters
was performed to examine if re-experiencing, avoidance, or arousal symptoms showed
similar peak symptoms during the period before delivery (data not shown in tables).
Although the mean score on all three subcategories was higher during the late third trimester
period, the difference in scores was only statistically significant for the PTSD subcategory
of re-experiencing symptoms. The mean re-experiencing score was 2.41 higher during the
late third trimester than during the surrounding periods, with mean scores of 8.75 and 6.34
respectively (t(59)=−2.40, p=0.020). Mean scores for avoidance were 12.75 during late third
trimester and 10.24 during surrounding periods (t(60)=−1.38, p=0.172), while mean scores
for arousal symptoms were 10.25 during late third trimester and 8.11 during surrounding
periods (t(60)=−1.40, p=0.168).

For the postpartum period, comparison of mean differences from early (< 6 weeks) to later
(6 weeks or more) postpartum revealed that for all mental health scores the mean was higher
in later postpartum than in early postpartum. However, this difference was not statistically
significant for any of the scores. The mean difference for PTSD was 2.02 (t(46)=−0.86,
p=0.400), for anxiety it was 4.04 (t(45)=−1.45, p=0.154), for depression it was 0.64 (t(45)=
−0.23, p=0.818), and for general stress it was 2.12 (t(46)=−0.92, p=0.361).

We also examined the effect of new trauma exposure during pregnancy (from the second
trimester), the linear time effect, and a measure to assess whether the level of PTSD,
anxiety, or depression changes course during pregnancy (e.g., rises and then falls, falls and
then rises, or perhaps rises/falls and then flattens). This measure was assessed through our
non-linear quadratic time effect on symptomatology of PTSD, anxiety, depression, and
general stress using a mixed effects regression model. We found a statistically significant
effect of new trauma exposure for PTSD and depression, but not for anxiety or general stress
(see Table 4). Neither the linear nor quadratic effect of time was significant. However, for
each additional exposure to a traumatic event, scores increased by 2.40 for PTSD symptoms
and 2.07 for depression, controlling for time during pregnancy starting from the second
trimester.

Discussion
Overall, we found that during pregnancy there was a general declining trend in PTSD
symptom scores, which was homogenous. However, for other mental health conditions (i.e.,
anxiety, depression, general stress), there was variability in the way in which symptoms
changed among women throughout their pregnancy. Overall, anxiety symptoms appeared to
be stable throughout pregnancy; however, there was individual variability in the rate of
change. For both depression and general stress, there was a declining trend, which was also
variable in the individual rate of change among women during their pregnancy. These
findings may be similar to those found by Heron et al. (2004) in a large community sample
of pregnant women in England, where self-reported depression and anxiety were found to be
relatively stable, with a mean decrease in both depression and anxiety over time. Vesga-
Lopez and colleagues found rates of the most common psychiatric disorders to be lower for
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pregnant women than for non-pregnant women, with the exception of postpartum depression
(Vesga-Lopez et al. 2008).

In this study, in addition to exploring trends in PTSD, depression, and anxiety among all
women, we also conducted post-hoc analyses after a visual inspection of the data. Results of
these analyses properly describe our population and should be followed in future studies to
assess whether our findings might describe other populations as well. Although found in
post-hoc analyses and any interpretation must be made with caution, there was a significant
“spike” in symptoms of PTSD and general stress in the late third trimester (weeks just prior
to delivery) that subsided in the postpartum period; however, there were no significant
differences in symptoms from early to later postpartum.

We also found that new trauma exposure during pregnancy was associated with PTSD and
depression symptomatology in a dose-response relationship, where each additional traumatic
event increases the PTSD symptom scores by 2.4 and depressive symptom scores by 2.07.
Other researchers have also found this relationship between trauma exposure, PTSD, and
depression, as well as symptom severity (Breslau et al. 2000; Dennis et al. 2009). There was
no significant effect of new trauma exposure for anxiety or general stress. This post-hoc
finding may be cautiously interpreted to suggest that new trauma exposure accounts for the
temporal changes in PTSD and depression better than weeks of pregnancy. However, the
effect of new trauma exposure, linear time and quadratic time effects only accounted for 5%
of the variability in PTSD. It may also be possible that cumulative prior trauma is as equally
important. As expected, a large proportion of women (92%) had a history of exposure to
traumatic events entering into pregnancy. Over a quarter of the sample had either a single
(11.2%) or comorbid probable diagnosis (14.9%) for a mental health disorder, with 2.8%
having PTSD-only and 11.1% having some co-occurring combination of PTSD with
depression, anxiety, or both. It is noted that all but one of the women with a probable mental
health disorder had a history of at least one traumatic event in their life.

Although it is plausible that the interim trauma exposure may explain some variance in the
finding of the pre-delivery “spike,” an increase in intrusive re-experiencing symptoms can
also indicate the presence of triggers. Furthermore, biological changes associated with stress
have been found to increase during the third trimester. For example, Hung et al (2010) found
that all oxidative stress markers, such as urinary 8-hydroxydeoxyguanosine, and erythrocyte
glutathione peroxidase, were increased in the third trimester, returning to pre-pregnancy
levels during the postpartum period. Qualitative research examining women’s experiences
during pregnancy may also be useful for understanding this peak. Many qualitative studies
have explored the birth and/or postpartum period, with less exploration of the pre-birth
period. More qualitative research is needed to explore a variety of aspects of pregnancy
(e.g., fear of delivery, concerns about the health and well-being of her baby, worries about
parenting) and maternity care (e.g., one’s own health and survival in pregnancy and
delivery, level of control in medical decision-making, intrusive examinations, lack of
alternatives to hospital birth). Such worries may provoke exacerbation of PTSD symptoms
in the third trimester for affected women. Furthermore, as higher stress is associated with
adverse obstetric outcomes, preventing spiking of symptoms in the pre-delivery period may
be beneficial not only for the woman, but also for fetal health.

The increase in symptoms six weeks postpartum may be attributed to a perceived or real
change in social support. Soderquist et al (2006) found that women with post-traumatic
stress postpartum showed a decrease in perceived social support. In the early postpartum
period, given the contact with health professionals such as physicians, nurses, lactation
consultants as well as the excitement of welcoming a newborn into the family, perhaps
mothers feel well-supported. With time, there may be fewer visitors and more expectations
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for the mother to manage on her own. Other contributing factors which have been suggested
by past studies include a high level of obstetric intervention, postpartum depressive
symptoms, limited breastfeeding, and anxiety during pregnancy (Beck et al. 2011; Zaers et
al. 2008).

Conclusion
While it is natural to clinically conceptualize pregnancy and the postpartum period within a
time-based framework, relatively few studies have explored this aspect of temporality in
mental health symptoms throughout the perinatal period. In light of the literature that
suggests mental health symptoms during pregnancy may be useful predictors of postpartum
depression or other mental health problems (Homish et al. 2004; Onoye et al. 2009;
Zelkowitz et al. 2008), screening and monitoring symptom fluctuations for stability or
change throughout the course of pregnancy may be needed for some women, with particular
attention to potential exacerbation of symptoms in the third trimester before delivery. Good
clinical practice also often involves monitoring symptomatology for patient progress in
determining response to treatment or if improvement is clinically meaningful.

Further, some of the research on perceived stress and physiological correlates, such as
cortisol, have shed light on the temporal effects of prenatal stress on pregnancy and birth
outcomes (Class et al. 2011) and fetal development (Rothenberger et al. 2011; Tollenaar et
al. 2010). These research areas should be extended to link more closely with mental health
symptom measures of depression (Yim et al. 2009), anxiety (Azar and Singer 2012;
Hosseini et al. 2009), and PTSD (Seng et al. 2011b) across the entire course of pregnancy.
Finally, given existing disparities in interpersonal trauma exposure, PTSD and other mental
health issues of ethnic minority women (Seng et al. 2011a; Seng et al. 2011b), careful
considerations for screening and intervention may be warranted in high risk clinical settings.

Strengths and Limitations
There are several strengths and limitations to the study. This is one of relatively few studies
that includes an ethnically diverse sample of pregnant women. Further, this study
contributes to the gap in the literature which aims to understand the pattern and changes in
mental health symptomatology throughout pregnancy using a statistical approach, which
allows for analysis of individual variation and change; moreover, to our knowledge, it is the
first to specifically and prospectively examine PTSD symptomatology longitudinally
throughout the entire course of pregnancy and postpartum. However, the generalizability of
these findings is limited by the small sample size, including the relatively small number of
observations for some time periods during pregnancy. There is also a potential for errors in
interpretation due to the nature of multiple tests within the small sample size. Also, due to
practical considerations for administering the instruments in a clinical setting, we did not use
diagnostic measures. Although very few women reported receiving treatment for past or
current mental health issues at the time of the initial assessment, another limitation is that we
did not control for any treatment, either psychotherapy or pharmacologic, that may have
occurred throughout the study. Finally, the longitudinal changes examined in the restricted
model giving rise to the spike in PTSD symptoms prior to delivery were found using post-
hoc testing and therefore a separate study with a priori hypotheses consistent with our
findings is needed to determine if such fluctuation in symptomatology is statistically
significantly different from the surrounding time periods. Further, our current analyses did
not determine whether the spike in the peak period was specifically associated with the new
trauma exposure. Other factors related to trauma, such as pre-existing trauma that is
triggered during the course of pregnancy, the type of trauma related to interpersonal
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violence or non-interpersonal violence, and the distress caused by the trauma should be
examined in the model to determine their relative influence on changes in symptoms.

Future Directions
In order to generalize our results, a larger expanded perinatal behavioral health study of
women during pregnancy would allow for other types of future analyses. Future studies
could account for the general trend of fluctuation of change in PTSD and other mental health
symptomatology using more sophisticated latent difference structural equation models and
better explain the effect of the different risk factors related to trauma and other life-changing
events. In addition, with a larger sample size, we would be able to more clearly delineate
how these mental health symptomatologies change during the course of pregnancy and
through early and later postpartum. Future quantitative and qualitative longitudinal research
should further examine the specific temporal sequencing and mutual influence of PTSD with
depressive and other anxiety symptoms. In addition, research endeavors which seek to
understand the biological correlates and mechanisms of PTSD and other mental health
problems that occur across time during pregnancy may help to guide the development of
treatment interventions for women experiencing difficulties with adjustment throughout the
perinatal and postpartum periods.
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Fig. 1.
Mean total scores for symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, depression, and general stress across
pregnancy and postpartum
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Table 3

Summary table of mean differences between peak period and surrounding (non-peak) periods for symptom
scores of PTSD, anxiety, depression, and general stress

PTSD (PCL) Anxiety (STAI) Depression (CESD) General Stress (PSS)

Non-peak period1 24.75 32.43 11.15 12.67

Peak period2 31.75 35.63 15.25 17.25

Difference −7.00* −3.20 −4.10 −4.58*

t-test −1.79 −.98 −1.29 −2.02

p-value .040 .166 .100 .024

1
Weeks 33–36.9 of pregnancy and <6 weeks postpartum

2
Weeks 37–40.9 of pregnancy
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Table 4

Summary table of multiple regression analyses for symptoms scores of PTSD, anxiety, depression, and
general stress from linear effect of new trauma exposure, time of pregnancy, and the quadratic time effect

PTSD (PCL) Anxiety (STAI) Depression (CESD) General Stress (PSS)

Intercept 25.59* 32.60* 13.85* 14.12*

New Trauma Exposure Effect 2.40* 1.32 2.07* 1.03

Time Effect (weeks) −0.09 −0.12 −0.21 −0.10

Time2 Quadratic Effect .0012 .0023 .0027 .0016

R2 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.04

F F(3,78) = 3.26 F(3,79) = 5.37 F(3,78) = 3.76 F(3,79) = 2.17

p 0.026 0.002 0.014 0.099

*
significant at .05 level
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