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The Course of Postpartum Depression: A Review of
Longitudinal Studies

Nicole Vliegen, PhD,* Sara Casalin, PhD,* and Patrick Luyten, PhD

Learning Objectives: After participating in this educational activity, the physician should be better able to
1. Identify the risk factors associated with persistence of postpartum depression.
2. Evaluate the limitations of the literature.
3. Determine the implications of the findings on women with postpartum depression and their children.
This article aims to critically review studies published between 1985 and 2012 concerning the course of postpartum
depression (PPD), as well as factors implicated in PPD with a chronic course. We provide a systematic, qualitative re-
view of studies on the course of PPD, following PRISMA guidelines. The results show that although the majority of
women recover from PPD, it becomes chronic in a relatively large subgroup of women. Several studies have identified
risk factors predicting a chronic course of PPD. This review also emphasizes and discusses important conceptual and
methodological limitations in existing research, which preclude drawing strong conclusions. Finally, the implications
of these findings and suggestions for future research and clinical intervention are outlined.

Keywords: chronic depression, course and severity, longitudinal studies, postpartum depression

A
large body of research has documented the associa-
tion between maternal depression and adverse
outcomes in offspring (for a review, see Downey

& Coyne1 and Weissman et al.2). Several studies suggest
that these adverse effects are especially pronounced in
mothers who suffer from chronic depression.3–5 Further-
more, maternal chronic depression may be especially harm-
ful in infancy since children are exposed to maternal
disengagement and negative affect during their earliest
months of life, a sensitive developmental period; this ex-
perience carries the risk of impairing their cognitive and
verbal abilities and school readiness, and of leading to psy-
chological problems.6 It has also been shown that the sever-
ity and chronicity of maternal depression, rather than its
diagnosis per se, are related to negative outcomes in
the children.7,8 Indeed, mothers suffering from chronic

depression, compared to those with intermittent, episodic,
or transient depression, have been shown to be less posi-
tive, sensitive, and engaged with their infants.4,6,9 It is clear
that more knowledge about the course of postpartum de-
pression is urgently needed. Mothers’ depression after the
birth of their children may have significant, prolonged neg-
ative consequences not just for the mothers themselves but
also for the children.

Although pregnancy is typically associated with ex-
pectations of new motherhood as a happy time, for a
substantial number of mothers the postpartum period is
primarily associated with feelings of sadness, fear, and
loneliness. Between 50% and 80% of new mothers experi-
ence an episode of the “baby blues,” characterized by mild
but unmistakable sadness, exhaustion, unstable mood, and
fear.10 For mothers with full-blown postpartum depres-
sion (PPD), however, this period is even more difficult. In
theDiagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM-IV),11 PPD is defined as a current, or the most re-
cent, episode of major depressive disorder (MDD) or of bi-
polar I or bipolar II disorder, if the episode has an onset
within four weeks postpartum. Based on a meta-analysis
of 59 studies using both self-report questionnaires and
diagnostic interviews, O’Hara and Swain12 estimated the
prevalence of PPD to be 13%. They also found that the
prevalence of PPD was slightly, although significantly,
higher when assessed with self-report questionnaires (14%)
compared to diagnostic interviews (12%). A more recent
review by Gavin and colleagues13 excluded studies using
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only self-report measures of PPD and found the prevalence
of major depression during the first three months postpar-
tum to be 7.1%. During this early postpartum period,
mothers are at heightened risk for depression,14,15 and
the number of depressive episodes can be twice as high as
during other periods in a woman’s life.16 During the first
three months postpartum, parents are also at increased risk
of hospital admission for mental disorders compared to
nonparents of the same age,17 with the highest risk of admis-
sion between 10 and 19 days postpartum.17 This pattern,
however, changes with increasing age: the risk of admission
was found to be higher among nonparents, compared to
age-matched parents, starting at about 30 years of age.

Because PPD has significant consequences for the baby,
the depressed mother, and the early relationship between
mother and child, knowledge about prolonged changes in
the mental health of mothers with PPD may not only im-
prove our understanding of the course of PPD but also in-
form prevention and intervention strategies.18

Hence, this article systematically reviews longitudinal
studies that have examined the course of PPD, following
the guidelines of the PRISMA statement.19 It addresses the
following questions: (1) How does PPD evolve beyond the
postpartum period? Has empirical research identified dif-
ferent trajectories in processes of recovery? (2) Does the lit-
erature identify factors influencing the course of PPD?
Which factors have been studied, and what are the con-
clusions that can be drawn from this body of literature? The
discussion of the main results is followed by a broad dis-
cussion of the limitations of existing research that affect the
interpretability and generalizability of research findings.
Issues discussed are the conceptualization of PPD and its se-
verity and chronicity; postpartum onset of depression versus
previous vulnerability; the instruments used to assess PPD
and its course; the samples investigated; and the role of
treatment.

METHODS
For this review, empirical studies published in peer-reviewed
journals in English between 1 January 1985 and 1 August
2012 were retrieved using several search engines (PubMed,
PsycINFO, Lime, Google Scholar, and LibriSource) and the
following combinations of subject headings: longitudinal
research, follow-up, postpartum, postnatal, depression, de-
pressive symptoms, depressive symptomatology, course,
and chronic depression. The data search revealed 64 records.
Studies were then screened according to five inclusion/
exclusion criteria: (1) The study investigated PPD within
the first three months after giving birth, since diagnostic
criteria specify that the onset of PPD should be within four
weeks postpartum and since PPD most frequently occurs in
the first three months postpartum.20 Studies that assessed
PPD later than three months after childbirth were included
only if they focused on PPD during the first three months
after birth—for example, by assessing symptoms at some

point during the first three months postpartum using a psy-
chiatric interview (see below). (2) The study had a pro-
spective, longitudinal design that included at least a second
measure of depressive symptomatology beyond the post-
partum period (e.g., at 3 months). (3) The study presented
quantitative data for the PPD group (e.g., mean scores,
correlations, prevalences) on clearly defined time points
from childbirth. (4) Studies that did not differentiate between
mothers with and without PPD were not considered fur-
ther for review. (5) Studies on postpartum psychosis or
bipolar affective disorders were excluded.

After two of the authors (NV and SC) screened for these
inclusion and exclusion criteria, 23 longitudinal studies
were identified for this review. A detailed list of studies
excluded from the review can be obtained from the first
author. Of the 23 included studies, 18 were conducted in
community samples, and 5 used clinical samples (for an
overview, see Tables 1 & 2). Sociodemographic or other risk
factors for PPDwere investigated in 15 of the reviewed studies.

RESULTS I: LONGITUDINAL COURSE OF PPD
Research on the course of PPD has examined (1) the sever-
ity of depression (mean depression rates on a depression
questionnaire) over time, (2) the prevalence of depression
after the postpartum period, or (3) different subgroups of
women with PPD. In the following sections, we present
the results of the 23 studies that we reviewed.

Severity of Depressive Symptomatology
Seven studies—four conducted in community samples23,26,28,29

and three in clinical samples37,39,42 (see Table 3)—investigated
mean depression levels in the postnatal period. All the studies
found decreasing depression scores over time. Follow-up in
these studies ranged from 1 to 3.5 years. Two studies found
that there was a statistically significant decrease in depres-
sion between initial assessment and follow-up,29,42 whereas
four studies described a decrease but did not calculate sta-
tistical significance.26,28,38,39 Holden and colleagues23 found
a slight but statistically nonsignificant decrease in the level
of depression in a sample of mothers who did not receive
treatment for PPD, compared to a significant decrease in a
sample who were treated.

In four studies, the mean level of depression decreased
to below the cutoff value for depression defined in each
study;23,26,28,38 and in the other three studies, the level
of depression at follow-up remained above the cut-
off.23,29,42,43 In the study by Holden and colleagues,23 de-
pression levels decreased below the cutoff for the treated
mothers but not for the control sample (see Table 3). In the
study by Milgrom and Beatrice,39 a cutoff score for the
Hamilton Depression Rating Scale (HDRS) was not reported.

In summary, these studies suggest that the severity of
PPD decreases over time, consistent with the 1991 results
of Cooper and colleagues,44 who stated that a majority of
depressive episodes after childbirth resolve within three to
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six months. Depression levels do not always decrease to be-
low the cutoff, however, and the decrease is not always sta-
tistically significant. In addition, the standard deviations
are relatively high, indicating that change in depression
levels within a sample is highly variable, suggesting that de-
pressed mothers cannot be considered a homogeneous
group (as discussed later in this review).

Prevalence of Depression After the Postpartum Period
All but three studies3,4,32 report prevalences at different
follow-up time points, with various intervals (see Table 4).

Studies in community samples suggest that 27% to 48%
(median = 31.3%) of mothers with PPD still met criteria for
major depression at 3 to 4 months postpartum (n = 4 stud-
ies); 30% to 62% (median = 35.5%) at 6 months (n = 6
studies); 25% to 31% (median = 28%) at 9 months (n =
2 studies); 6% to 39% (median = 23.1%) at 12 months
(n = 4 studies); 18% at 18 months (n = 1 study); 13% to
46% (median = 31%) at 2 years (n = 4 studies); and 17%

to 62% (median = 38.5%) at 3 years (n = 2 studies). Over-
all, these findings suggest that at any time point between
4 months and 3 years postpartum, about 30% of mothers
diagnosed with PPD still meet criteria for depression.

In clinical samples, as might be expected, these figures
are even higher: 49% to 60% of mothers with PPD continue
to satisfy criteria for major depression at 12 to 15 months
postpartum (n = 2 studies); 25% do so at 24 months postpar-
tum (n = 1 study); and 39% to 58% of mothers still have
major depression at 3 to 3.5 years postpartum (n = 2 studies).

In sum, these results indicate that about 30% of PPD-
affected mothers in community samples and about 50%
in clinical samples remain depressed throughout and be-
yond the first postnatal year.

Subgroups of Depressed Mothers
Twelve studies (ten conducted in community samples and
two in clinical samples) focused on subgroups of depressed
mothers (see Table 5).

Table 4

Prevalence of Postpartum Depression Mothers That Meet Criteria for a Later Episode of Depression in Community
Samples and Clinical Samples

3–4 months 6 months 9 months 12 months 18 months 24 months 3–3.5 years

Community samples

Wrate et al. (1985)21 62%

Holden et al. (1989)23 62%

Campbell & Cohn (1997)24 48% 30% 25% 24% 18% 13%

Viinamäki et al. (1997)25 31%

NICHD (1999)6 17%

Edhborg et al. (2000)26 6%

Zelkowitz & Milet (2001)27 62%

Beeghly et al. (2002)28 31% 35% 31%

Campbell et al. (2004)9 23%

Horowitz&Goodman (2004)29 27% 31%

Seimyr et al. (2004)30 39%

Blabey et al. (2009)33 46%

Howell et al. (2009)35 36%

Glavin et al. (2010)36 31.7% 27.8% 20.2%

Clinical samples

Buist (1998),37 Buist & Janson
(2001)38

58%

Milgrom & Beatrice (2003)39 25%

McMahon et al. (2005)40 60%

Cornish et al. (2008)41 49%

Vliegen et al. (2010)42 39%

N. Vliegen et al.
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Five of the studies specifically focused on the course of
the depression. All five studies described two PPD groups.
Howell and colleagues35 found a remission group reporting
depressive symptoms at baseline but not at 6 months, and
an always-depressed group reporting depressive symp-
toms both at baseline and at 6 months. A one-year28 and
a two-year25 follow-up study also found improved and
chronically depressed mothers. In a 15-month follow-up
study of a clinical sample, Cornish and colleagues41 identi-
fied mothers who were depressed for a short period—that
is, for no longer than one year postpartum—and those
who were chronically depressed—that is, still depressed at
15 months postpartum. In a sample of inpatient mothers
with PPD, Vliegen and colleagues42,43 found remitted and
chronic groups of mothers, with the latter being moder-
ately to severely depressed at follow-up 3.5 years after
baseline. Taking these results as a whole, all five studies
found a group of mothers whose depression remitted, com-
prising 51% to 64% of the sample of initially depressed
mothers, and a second group who were chronically de-
pressed, representing 36% to 49% of the sample.

Seven other studies distinguished subgroups on the ba-
sis of both the course and severity of PPD. An early study
by Wrate and colleagues21 followed up a sample first
described by Cox and colleagues.22 Initially, Cox and
colleagues22 delineated two groups of depressed mothers
in this sample, one severely depressed and one with mild
postnatal symptoms. Of the total sample of 27 depressed
mothers, 44% had subsequent depressive episodes. Wrate
and colleagues21 found, quite surprisingly, that the group
with mild postnatal symptoms had a higher risk (62%) of
developing chronic depression three years later than the
severely depressed group (18%). Other studies included
severity of depression but took it into account only at
the follow-up points. Campbell and colleagues,4,24 in a
two-year follow-up study, found three subgroups: remit-
ted (29%), subclinical (41%), and chronic (30%). At two
months postpartum, these three subgroups were equally
symptomatic and differed significantly from controls, but
not from each other, on total symptom ratings. By four
months, the subclinical and chronically depressed subgroups
showed a significant and substantial decrease in symptoms
relative to their initial high levels. Only the remitted sub-
group, however, had dropped to the level of the control group
on overall symptom ratings. Furthermore, only the chronic
subgroup continued to show statistically elevated levels of
depression throughout the follow-up period, despite some
variability in symptom severity from one assessment to
the next.

In a subsequent study, Campbell and colleagues9 re-
analyzed findings from the National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development study.6 Based on as-
sessments three years postpartum, they found five sub-
groups, of which only two fell within the rubric of PPD:
(1) early depressed (i.e., until 6 or 15 months; 18.4%Ta
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of the total sample, or 69% of those with PPD), and
(2) chronically depressed (i.e., for a period of 3 years;
8.1% of the total, or 30% of those with PPD). The other
subgroups were (3) never depressed (55.1% of the total),
(4) late depressed (i.e., depressed since two or three years
after childbirth; 9.1% of the total), and (5) intermittently
depressed (i.e., experienced a minimum of two episodes
of depression, but not necessarily in the postpartum period;
9.3% of the total).

At seven-year follow-up of the same sample, Campbell
and colleagues31 found six subgroups of depressed
mothers, three of which can be considered to have PPD:
(1) moderate–increasing (6.2% of the total community
sample, or 34% of those with PPD), (2) high–decreasing
(i.e., partially remitted; 5.6% of the total, or 33% of those
with PPD), and (3) high–chronic (i.e., remaining highly de-
pressed; 2.5% of the total, or 14% of those with PPD).
The three other trajectories that they found were (4) low–
stable (i.e., very low symptomatology; 45.6% of the total),
(5) moderate–stable, or subclinically depressed (36.4% of
the total), and (6) intermittent (i.e., marked variations of
depressed versus nondepressed status, but not necessarily
PPD; 3.6% of the total). At 12-year follow-up, Campbell
and colleagues34 found evidence for five subgroups, three
with PPD: (1) early and decreasing (i.e., partial remission
since 2 years postpartum; 5.1% of the total sample, or
22% of those with PPD), (2) moderately elevated (i.e.,
early partial remission; 10.9% of the total, or 54%
of those with PPD), and (3) chronically depressed (4.7%
of the total, or 24% of those with PPD). Others were
(4) never depressed (48.5% of the total) and (5) stable sub-
clinically depressed (30.8% of the total).

Ashman and colleagues3 identified three subgroups of
depressed mothers in a follow-up study from childbirth to
age 7: (1) decreasing depressive symptoms (30%), (2) sta-
ble mild depression (i.e., consistent low level of depression;
62%), and (3) chronic severe depression (8%).

To summarize, despite variability in the number of
subgroups found by different studies, all have consistently
reported a chronically depressed group—that is, PPD
mothers who continue to show clinically elevated depres-
sive symptomatology, with estimates of prevalence varying
between 23%9 and 49%41 (median = 38%). Most studies
(with the exception of Ashman et al.3 and Wrate et al.21)
also identified a remitted group—that is, mothers who ex-
perience an acute major depression during the first three
months postpartum but no longer show elevated symp-
toms during follow-up (from 6 months to 3.5 years). Two
studies that followed up PPD mothers over a longer period
(6.5 years3 and 7 to 12 years31,34), however, did not find
a fully remitted group. More specifically, a decreasing de-
pression group was identified, indicating a decrease from
high levels of depression at the baseline measurement
to persisting subclinical depression at the final follow-up
point.3,31,34 Hence, it seems that when the depressive

symptoms of mothers with PDD are examined for a longer
follow-up period, all mothers experience a relapse of depres-
sive symptoms, although not always to a clinical level. Also,
a subgroup of PPD mothers were found who showed stable
subclinical depressive symptoms throughout the study pe-
riod.24,31,34 Although the authors did not specifically define
this last form as chronic, we highlight—consistent with the
terminology in the PPD literature (see discussion)—that it
is, in a strict sense, a chronic form of PPD. Furthermore, a
distinction between high–chronic depression and so-called
moderate–increasing depression has been made,31 with the
latter group comprising mothers who were moderately (sub-
clinically) depressed during the postpartum period and
showed increasing levels of depressive symptoms that have
risen to a clinical level seven years postpartum.

Other studies have found subsamples of mothers who
could not be considered chronically depressed or remitted.
These mothers are labeled as showing mild21 and stable
mild3 depression.

RESULTS II: FACTORS PREDICTING THE COURSE
OF PPD
A considerable body of research has examined predictors
of the onset of PPD, eliciting eight factors that clearly pre-
dict PPD: prenatal depression, a history of previous depres-
sion, a lack of social support, life stress, child-care stress,
“baby blues,” marital dissatisfaction, and prenatal anxiety
(for a meta-analysis, see Beck).45 However, no one has
reviewed prospective studies that explore the risk factors
associated with the persistence of PPD. Seventeen of the
23 studies included in the present review investigated
sociodemographic or other risk factors, which we will dis-
cuss in more detail below.

Sociodemographic Differences Between Subgroups
In studies of the course of PPD, sociodemographic dif-
ferences between depressed and nondepressed mothers or
between different subgroups of depressed mothers are
often controlled for in order to minimize confounding
influences. In total, we identified 17 publications meet-
ing the inclusion criteria of this review that examined
sociodemographic factors (see Table 6).

Of the 17 studies examining the factors that influence
the course of PPD, 4 studies either did not investigate
sociodemographic differences between chronic and non-
chronic PPD mothers8,21,23,25,36,37,39,42 or used matched
samples.24

AGE Out of nine studies that investigated the impact
of age, only three reported an association between the
child’s or mother’s age and chronic course of PPD.
Ashman and colleagues3 found that mothers whose de-
pressive symptoms declined over time had younger chil-
dren than mothers with subclinical depression, although no
difference was found in the chronic depressive group.
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Cornish and colleagues41 showed that chronically depressed
mothers were slightly younger (p < .10) than mothers who
had never been depressed. Campbell and colleagues9 like-
wise found that intermittently and chronically depressed
mothers were significantly younger than never-depressed
and remitted-depressed mothers. By comparison, seven stud-
ies found no influence of the mother’s age on development
of chronic PPD.26–29,32,33,35

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS Of the nine studies investigating
variables related to educational, occupational, and marital
status, only three found that they affected the chronic
course of PPD. The National Institute of Child Health
and Human Development study6,9 found that chronically
depressed women had a lower level of education and a
lower income-to-needs ratio than the remitted group. At
one month postpartum, mothers classified as chronically
depressed were more likely to have no partner and no plans
to go out to work. Zelkowitz and Milet27 found chroni-
cally depressed mothers to be lower in occupational and ed-
ucational status than the group who had remitted (p < .05).
Furthermore, Horowitz and Goodman29 found a negative
correlation between income and maternal depression scores
at four to fivemonths postpartum (p < .001). By comparison,
six studies found no influence of socioeconomic status on de-
velopment of chronic PPD.3,30,32,33,35,41

PARITY Of the six studies that investigated the mother’s
parity, none found that it had influenced the course of
PPD.26,27,29,32,33,35

ETHNICITY Five studies investigated the possible influence of
ethnicity. Howell and colleagues35 found that chronically
depressed mothers were more frequently nonwhite than
mothers in their other three subgroups (never depressed,
in remission, late onset). McMahon and colleagues40 found
that chronically depressed mothers were more often non–
English speaking. By comparison, three studies found no
influence of ethnicity on the course of PPD.3,27,33

INFANT GENDER Of the five studies investigated the impact of
the child’s gender, none found that it influenced the chronic
course of PPD.26–28,35,41

Risk Factors
A number of factors in the postpartum period have been
found to predict a chronic course of depression, and some
of these factors are also known risk factors for PPD. These
factors can be divided into four categories, as follows:

PARTNER RELATIONSHIP AND SOCIAL SUPPORT Three studies found
that chronically depressedmothers reported significantly less sat-
isfaction with spousal support than mothers who were subclini-
cally depressed and thosewhose PPD remitted.24,25,40 Two other
studies took into account more specific aspects of the partner
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relationship: Blabey and colleagues33 found that a controlling,
threatening partner was significantly associated with persistent
PPD, and Vliegen and colleagues42,43 found a (nonsignificant)
trend for chronically depressed mothers to leave the fathers of
their children more frequently. In addition, two studies found
that chronically depressed mothers reported receiving less social
support thanmotherswhose depression remitted.9,29 By compar-
ison, two studies did not find that social support differentiated
between chronic and remitted PPD mothers.30,35

HISTORY OF MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS OR MORE SPECIFIC CHILD-

HOOD FEATURES Three studies found that mothers with
chronic PPD were more likely to have a history of depres-
sion29,35 or mental health problems,25 though two studies
found that a history of depression24 or mental health
problems27 did not differentiate between subgroups with
different courses of PPD. Buist and colleagues37,38 found
that PPD mothers with a history of childhood sexual abuse
failed to improve as much as mothers who had not been
abused. McMahon and colleagues40 reported that a history
of low maternal care during childhood was significantly
associated with chronicity of PPD.

CONTEXTUAL RISK FACTORS A chronic course of PDD was
found to be associated with parental stress in two studies26,29

and with financial worries in three.25,26,42,43 Howell and
colleagues35 found that chronically depressed mothers showed
a smaller reduction in postpartum physical symptoms over
time compared to the remitted group. This study also showed
that the incidence of health problems in the infants, such as
colic and illness, did not differ between remitted and chronic
PPD mothers. Vliegen and colleagues42,43 found that chroni-
cally depressed mothers reported significantly more illness
among close relatives and a (nonsignificant) trend of more-
frequent moves from one residence to another. In two stud-
ies, a composite measure of stress was used. Ashman and
colleagues3 calculated a Contextual Risk Composite Mea-
sure that included stress in five domains (life events, marital
dissatisfaction, parenting, family conflict, and lack of social
support). A chronic course of depression was associated with
higher levels of these contextual risks. Although the study
did not examine whether contextual risk predicted a
chronic course of PPD, these factors were stable over time,
suggesting that the subgroup of mothers with chronic, severe
depression experienced repeated exposure to stressful life
circumstances. Klier and colleagues32 computed a Multiple
Risk Index including seven variables (household crowding,
maternal age, problems during pregnancy, weight gain of
less than 9 kg during pregnancy, dissatisfaction with social
support, financial resources, and the child being unwanted).
Women with two or more risk factors at birth were likely
to have stable depressive symptomatology from birth to
6 months postpartum, and from 6 to 18 months; by compar-
ison, the correlations among the depression measures at
these three time points were not significant for women with
fewer than two risk factors.

PERSONALITY FACTORS Problems managing role demands,35

anxiety over relationships and an immature defense style,40

and high standards and excessive self-criticism42,43 have
been found to put mothers at increased risk of developing
chronic PPD.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
The general findings of this review of 23 longitudinal stud-
ies that followed up mothers after a diagnosis of PPD can
be summarized as follows. First, the reviewed studies found
that the severity of the depression (mean level of depres-
sion) in mothers with PPD decreased at different time
points in the postpartum period, but not always to a nonde-
pressed level (below the cutoff), and that the decrease is
not always statistically significant. Second, with regard to
prevalence, studies indicate that an estimated 30% of PPD-
affected mothers in community samples and 50% in clinical
samples continue to havemajor depression during their child’s
first year of life and even beyond. Third, 12 publications dis-
tinguishing between subgroups of mothers with PPD consis-
tently identified (1) a chronically depressed group of mothers
who continued to experience clinically elevated depressive
symptoms and (2) a remitted group of mothers who experi-
enced acute major PPD but were no longer depressed at
follow-up.When severity of depressionwas also taken into ac-
count, a more differentiated picture of chronic depression
emerged, with subgroups of mothers showing (1) chronic ma-
jor depression, (2) stable minor depression, or (3) recurrent
major depression without full recovery between episodes.
Taken together, these studies show that mothers with PPD
cannot be considered a homogeneous group. A considerable
proportion of mothers who experience PPD return to the level
of depression of normal controls at four months postpartum
and remain in remission throughout a long follow-up period,
indicating that for these mothers, depression constitutes a
time-limited problem. For a large group of mothers (38%),
however, PPD is the prelude to the development of a chronic
depressive disorder. Alternatively, as discussed in more detail
below, chronic PPD may perhaps simply be the continuation
of chronic depression or dysthymia that is already present.
Finally, although a minority of the studies found evidence
for sociodemographic differences (younger age of mother;
lower maternal income and occupational and educational
status; minority/nonwhite ethnicity), results regarding the
four domains of risk factors seem to be more equivocal.
More specifically, lower quality of partner relationship (with
the exception of two of nine studies that did not find social
support to have an influence), a history of depression, sexual
abuse, or lower-quality maternal care, higher parental stress
and contextual risk factors, and personality-related vulnera-
bility have been consistently found to predict a chronic
course of PPD. The incidence of infant colic and infant illness
did not seem to differ between mothers whose PPD remitted
and those whose PPD became chronic. In this regard, the
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composite measures used in two studies3,32 are of major in-
terest. Both measures, which included five and seven
domains of risk, respectively, revealed a chronic course of de-
pression to be significantly associated with higher levels of
contextual risk. These risk factors were stable over time,
suggesting repeated or chronic exposure to stressful life
circumstances.

Limitations
The results of this review are subject to various limitations.
No “gold standard” is available for defining and measuring
PPD and its course. As a consequence, studies have used
different criteria to define PPD and different instruments
to measure it at diverging time points. The large differences
between these studies therefore need to be discussed care-
fully and critically. Of special note in this context are
(1) the conceptualization of PPD and its severity and chro-
nicity, (2) postpartum onset versus previous vulnerability to
depression, (3) the instruments used to assess PPD and its
course, (4) the samples investigated, and (5) the role of
treatment. Finally, we propose guidelines for designing
studies whose results would be easier to compare, which
could lead, in turn, to a more consistent body of knowledge
in this domain.

Conceptualization
The researchwe have reviewed concerning the course of PPD
is hampered by the use of differing definitions that often do
not take into account that depression is a heterogeneous
disorder that ranges from mild, transitory disturbances of
mood to severe, persistent depressed mood associated with
severe social and occupational impairments.7 Hence, a
clear definition of key concepts is needed that considers
the severity and course of the depression as distinct and im-
portant factors, particularly since studies have often con-
founded them.

With regard to the severity of depression, DSM-IV dis-
tinguishes between mild, moderate, and severe depression.11

Earlier classification systems based on the Research Diagnos-
tic Criteria46 distinguished between definite major depres-
sion (depressed mood and five symptoms), probable major
depression (depressed mood and four symptoms), and minor
depression (depressed mood and three symptoms).24

In terms of the course of depression, DSM-IV describes
chronic depression as depressive symptoms persisting for
at least two years, and distinguishes between different
types of chronic depression on the basis of the severity of
symptoms:47 (1) chronic major depression, referring to full-
blown clinical depression lasting for a minimum of two
years; (2) recurrent major depression without complete in-
terepisode recovery, in which full clinical symptoms (i.e.,
meeting full DSM-IV criteria) and subthreshold symptoms
alternate over a period of at least two years; and (3) dysthymia,
referring to a condition characterized by depressed mood
that persists for at least two years (which is conceptualized as

a mild form of chronic depression). The Research Diagnostic
Criteria diagnosis of intermittent depression is similar to
dysthymia as defined in DSM-IV.48 Dysthymia in combination
with a major depressive episode is termed double depression.47

In the reviewed studies, operationalizations other than
those described in the DSM-IV or Research Diagnostic Cri-
teria are often used. In some studies, chronic depression is
defined in terms of long-lasting depressive symptoms that
are present from one follow-up period to the next, but
not necessarily over a two-year period.27,32 However, in-
vestigation of the course of PPD by the use of different
follow-up points makes it difficult to distinguish between
chronic depression and recurrent, or episodic, depression
as a discrete acute episode of depression after a symptom-
free period.7 Furthermore, it is hard to detect whether de-
pression is actually chronic, with depressive symptoms
continuing from one follow-up period to the next, when
only a fewmeasurements are made at points over an extended
period of time. If the follow-up points are spread out, it may
not be possible to identify shorter-term changes in the
course of the PPD. In this regard, some authors stress the
importance of assessing depression in the interval between
the study’s established time points for measurement.3,47

PPD Onset Versus Previous Vulnerability
Most of the studies examining the course of PPD start to
look at depressive symptomatology from childbirth on,
partly guided by the postpartum-onset specifier of four
weeks postpartum described in the DSM-IV-TR. In the
studies that we reviewed, none examined whether PPD
among the sample could actually be an extension of de-
pression with onset during or before pregnancy. The time
of onset of “postpartum” depression has, in fact, been fre-
quently debated in the literature.49,50 Some authors even
question whether PPD should be considered as a specific
entity.51 These authors argue that being pregnant and giv-
ing birth to a child are major stressors that may lead to a
new, or even the first, episode of depression in women
who are vulnerable for this disorder. Of course, even then
the term postpartum depression seems justified, as depres-
sion in early motherhood is characterized by many specific
features such as being preoccupied with worries about
the baby’s well-being and about one’s own abilities as
a mother. Jones and Cantwell52 similarly recommend the
continued use of a pregnancy and postpartum onset speci-
fier in each category of mood disorder in DSM-5.53 Never-
theless, studies suggesting that 11.5%50 and even up to
50%49 of depressed women report depression onset before
or during pregnancy point to the importance of assessing
depression, as well as the vulnerability to depression, be-
fore the postpartum period. Congruent with these views,
DSM-5 has extended the PPD specifier to include depres-
sive symptoms occurring during pregnancy.

Only five studies covered in the present review investi-
gated a history of depression among participants (as
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discussed above), and three of them found such a history to
be a possible risk factor for chronic PPD.25,29,35 Conse-
quently, we have only limited knowledge about how PPD
might be a recurrence of a preexisting disorder in a subset
of women. Furthermore, none of the studies specifically in-
vestigated prenatal onset of depression as a possible factor
heightening the risk of a chronic course of PPD. Stowe and
colleagues50 therefore correctly argue that the heterogene-
ity of previous depression histories in samples of chroni-
cally depressed PPD women may explain the limited
success of existing efforts to identify the risk factors for
chronic PPD. This situation illustrates a disadvantage of a
disorder-centered approach to the study of depression—
an approach that tends to focus on the onset and course
of specific disorders (such as PPD).54 By contrast, a devel-
opmental, person-centered approach—one that follows
women, over time, during the transition to motherhood—
may be more appropriate and may yield important new
insights into the nature of PPD.55

The current review therefore cannot draw conclusions
regarding the association between the onset (prenatal or
postpartum) of depression and its course, although the
few existing studies suggest that, at least in a subsample
of women, chronic PPD may be an extension of previous
episodes of depression and thus probably reflects a nonspe-
cific vulnerability to depression.

Instruments Used
Different self-report instruments have been used to assess
PPD symptoms, whereas various clinical interviews have
been used to diagnose PPD as a syndrome. Studies suggest
that these various instruments and clinical assessments
may result in considerable differences between findings,
depending on the instruments/assessments and cutoffs that
are used.

QUESTIONNAIRES In empirical research, questionnaires are
frequently used to assess the occurrence and severity of
PPD. These include the HDRS,56 Beck Depression Inven-
tory (BDI, BDI-II),57,58 General Health Questionnaire,59

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale,60

Comprehensive Psychiatric Rating Scale,61 Edinburgh
Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS),62 Postpartum Depres-
sion Screening Scale,63 and Patient Health Questionnaire.64

These measures are also often used to define clinical de-
pression using a cutoff score. In studies using the Center
for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale, for instance,
individuals scoring 16 or higher are commonly categorized
as clinically depressed,3,9,28,31,34,41,60 and different cutoff
scores are often used to distinguish between different levels
of severity. According to the scoring guidelines for the BDI,
for example, a score of 11 is the lowest score for mild to
moderate depression, whereas a score of 19 indicates the
moderate-to-severe range.65 In the BDI-II, total scores
ranging from 0 to 13 represent “minimal” depression, 14

to 19 “mild,” 20 to 28 “moderate,” and 29 to 63 “severe”
depression.58 EPDS scores exceeding a threshold score of
10 (within family medical practices when used for screen-
ing purposes) and 12 (within research studies) indicate a
greater likelihood of depression.62

Potential methodological problems that are associated
with the use of cutoff scores66 are the instruments’ lower
sensitivity (i.e., the number of women who are correctly di-
agnosed as depressed) and specificity (i.e., the number of
women who are correctly diagnosed as not depressed).
First, in several self-report instruments that were not specif-
ically developed for assessing PPD, high scores (e.g., on the
BDI) may reflect fatigue, low levels of bodily satisfaction,
and loss of libido, which are all considered normal in the
postpartum period. Self-report measures such as the EPDS
were developed specifically for use within a postnatal
population and take into account that these symptoms
are common in the postpartum period. However, a meta-
analysis reports that, whereas the specificities of the BDI,
EPDS, and Postpartum Depression Screening Scale are
all relatively high and similar, the sensitivity of these
instruments varies considerably, with the latter two being
more sensitive.67

Second, different cutoff scores have been used in differ-
ent studies, making it difficult to compare results across
studies. In defining clinical thresholds, studies have used
BDI scores of �12,68 �17,39 and �23,38 and BDI-II scores
of �13,42,43 and �14.29 For the HDRS, Buist and Janson38

used a cutoff of �15. For the EPDS, studies have used cut-
off points of �9,30,68 �10,27,29,36 >12,8,18,39�12,23,26,69 and
�13.70 See also in this context Matthey and colleagues’ re-
view71 of several validation studies using the EPDS;62,72–74

in discussing the use of “validated” versus “unvalidated”
cutoff scores, the authors suggest that using validated cut-
off scores of 13 for major depression and 10 for minor de-
pression represents an optimal balance between sensitivity
and specificity.

A final concern with regard to cutoff values relates to
cultural differences. The prevalence of PPD,68 the expres-
sion of depressive symptoms,75 and the sensitivity and
specificity of measures such as the EPDS71,76 vary among
different cultures. Consequently, the cutoff values validated
in particular English-speaking populations cannot neces-
sarily be generalized to other countries or cultures.

CLINICAL INTERVIEWS Numerous standardized clinical inter-
views have been used in studies examining the course of
PPD: Goldberg’s Standardized Psychiatric Interview,77 Present
State Examination,78 Montgomery–Åsberg Depression Rating
Scale,79 Schedule for Affective Disorders and Schizophrenia–
Lifetime,16 Diagnostic Interview Schedule III–Revised,80

Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-III-R and DSM-IV,81

and Composite International Diagnostic Interview.82

Although interviews may be more reliable than ques-
tionnaires, self-report measures are easier and less costly
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to administer and do not require trained interviewers,
which may explain their greater popularity, particularly
in studies with large samples. Affonso and colleagues68

state that questionnaire data should be used to analyze
women’s experiences of depressive symptoms but not to
diagnose clinical depression, for which clinical interviews
are necessary.

Another limitation of the reviewed studies is that they
varied in sampling procedures, leading to samples being
recruited from different populations of depressed indi-
viduals, including hospital patients, psychiatric clinic out-
patients, clients of social service agencies, and people in
the community. Some results are based on very small
samples,27,32 making it hard to generalize findings. Further-
more, the results from studies using community samples
cannot simply be generalized to clinical populations. Given
that few studies to date used clinical samples (n = 5) and
that some studies included mothers with heterogeneous
diagnoses,27 it is difficult to draw conclusions about the
specific postpartum depressed group.

The Role of Treatment
The heterogeneity of PPD makes it difficult to assess treat-
ment. In two of the studies with nonclinical samples,23,36

and in all five studies with clinical samples,37–39,42,43 the
mothers received some kind of support or treatment, but
it is difficult to determine whether recovery occurred be-
cause of treatment or other factors.

Two studies examined the effect of supportive counsel-
ing on the course of PPD in nonclinical samples and
showed that the prevalence of depression at one-year fol-
low up was lower in participants who received the inter-
vention than in those who did not (15% vs. 32%;36

31% vs. 62%23).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH AND
CLINICAL INTERVENTIONS
In this section, we outline a number of recommendations for
future research and intervention based on the above review.

First, future research should replicate published findings
using larger samples, in a variety of clinical contexts, with
an exclusive focus on mothers with PPD.

Second, the considerable heterogeneity in the conceptu-
alization of PPD should be addressed. In order to obtain a
systematic body of research on PPD and its course, studies
should use more common, internationally agreed criteria; vali-
dated cutoff scores for instruments; more consistent and paral-
lel procedures; and comparable measurement time points.
With regard to this last category, future studies of PPD should
define clear time points for assessing patients, assess depres-
sive symptoms between these measurement points, and col-
lect data on subclinical depressive symptomatology. The
new definitions and criteria in DSM-5 represent an impor-
tant step in this direction.

Third, congruent with a person-centered approach—and
following the recommendations of several researchers in
the field83 who advocate a move beyond thinking of PPD
as applying solely to the postpartum period—future re-
search should investigate mothers’ history of depression,
as well as possible risk and protective factors, before deliv-
ery. A possible method for taking into account the onset
and timing of depressive symptoms, treatment, and life
events is the life history calendar84,85 method, which is
designed to collect detailed, individual-level event timing
and sequencing data within an interview framework. With
this method, it is easy to obtain information on mothers’
history of depressive episodes, including any current de-
pression (onset, timing, and duration), on important life
events, and on treatments received (see Vliegen et al.).42,43

In this regard, we recommended the use of composite
measures that take into account several domains of con-
textual risk.3,32

Fourth, this review stresses the need for culturally sensi-
tive studies investigating different racial and ethnic groups,
and the need to consider other demographic variables such
as socioeconomic status.13

Finally, studies should take into account individual per-
sonality factors that may influence the treatment-seeking
patterns of mothers with PPD. We need more systematic,
theory-driven research concerning the psychosocial42,55

and biological factors54 that may function, either sepa-
rately or together, as either risk or protective factors in
the development of PPD.

With regard to clinical implications, professionals should
be aware that the onset of PPD is often before the post-
partum period and that PPD can persist far beyond the first
year after childbirth. Clinicians who treat PPD mothers
need to be well informed about the prognosis and the differ-
ent possible trajectories of the depression. Whereas for
some mothers recover from their depressive symptoms
fairly quickly, other mothers’ experience of PPD signals
the start of what proves to be a chronic disease, with con-
siderable implications for the mother, child, and broader
family. Consequently, programs specifically designed for
PPD mothers need to include follow-up assessments in
order to identify risk factors for the depression becoming
chronic. Furthermore, clinicians need to be aware that
mothers’ previous episodes of depression and that possible
contextual factors heighten vulnerability for a chronic
course of depression.

In sum, families with mothers suffering from PPD need
the engagement of clinicians who are sensitive to the signs
that the depression may become chronic. Moreover, given
that parental depression has a detrimental (and poten-
tially long-term) influence on the development of children,
parents need ongoing contact with clinicians who are
mindful of the parent-child interaction as well as of each
child’s need for developmental support during early child-
hood and beyond.
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51. Riecher-Rössler A, Hofecker Fallapour M. Postpartum depres-
sion: dowe still need this diagnostic term? Acta Psychiatr Scand
2003;108(suppl 418):51–6.

52. Jones I, Cantwell R; Nosology Working Group, Royal
College of Psychiatrists, Perinatal Section. The classification
of perinatal mood disorders—suggestions for DSMV and
ICD11. Arch Womens Ment Health 2010;13:33–6.

53. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and statis-
tical manual of mental disorders. 5th ed. Arlington, VA: Amer-
ican Psychiatric Press, 2013.

54. Luyten P, Blatt SJ. Integrating theory-driven and empirically-derived
models of personality development and psychopathology: a pro-
posal for DSM V. Clin Psychol Rev 2011;31:52–68.

55. Besser A, Vliegen N, Luyten P, Blatt SJ. Systematic empirical
investigation of vulnerability to postpartum depression from
a psychodynamic perspective—commentary on issues raised
by Blum (2007). Psychoanal Psychol 2008;25:392–410.

56. Hamilton M. A rating scale for depression. J Neurol
Neurosurg Psychiatry 1960;23:56–62.

57. Beck A, Ward C, Mendelson M, Mock J, Erbaugh J. An
inventory of depression. Arch Gen Psychiatry 1961;4:
561–71.

58. Beck AT, Steer RA, Brown GK. Beck depression inventory
manual. San Antonio, TX: Psychological, 1996.

59. Goldberg D. The detection of psychiatry illness by ques-
tionnaire. London: Oxford University Press, 1972.

60. Radloff LS. The CES-D scale: a self-report depression scale
for research in the general population. Appl Psychol Meas
1977;1:385–401.

61. Asberg M, Perris C, Schalling D, Sedvall G. The CPRS—
development and applications of a psychiatric rating scale.
Acta Psychiatr Scand 1978;(suppl 271):5–27.

62. Cox JL, Holden JM, Sagovsky R. Detection of postnatal
depression. Development of the 10-item Edinburgh Post-
natal Depression Scale. Br J Psychiatry 1987;150:782–6.

63. Beck CT, Gable RK. Postpartum depression screening scale
(PDSS). Los Angeles, CA: Western Psychological Services, 2002.

64. Kroenke K, Spitzer RL, Williams JB. The patient health
questionnaire-2: validity of a two-item depression screener.
Med Care 2003;41:1284–92.

65. Beck AT, Steer RA, Garbin MG. Psychometric properties
of the Beck Depression Inventory: twenty-five years of
evaluation. Clin Psychol Rev 1988;8:77–100.

66. Stewart DE, Robertson E, Dennis CL, Grace SL, Wallington TA.
Postpartum depression: literature review of risk factors and inter-
ventions. Toronto: UniversityHealthNetworkWomen’s Health
Program, 2003. http://www.who.int/mental_health/prevention/
suicide/lit_review_postpartum_depression.pdf

67. Gaynes BN, Gavin N, Meltzer-Brody S, et al. Perinatal
depression: prevalence, screening accuracy, and screening
outcomes. Evid Rep Technol Assess (Summ) 2005;(119):1–8.

68. Affonso DD, De AK, Horowitz JA, Mayberry LJ. An
international study exploring levels of postpartum de-
pressive symptomatology. J Psychosom Res 2000;49:207–16.

69. de Tychey C, Spitz E, Briancon S, et al. Pre- and postnatal
depression and coping: a comparative approach. J Affect
Disord 2005;85:323–6.

70. Luoma I, Tamminen T, Kaukonen P, et al. Longitudinal study
of maternal depressive symptoms and child well-being. J Am
Acad Child Adolesc Psychiatry 2001;40:1367–74.

71. Matthey S, Henshaw C, Elliot S, Barnett B. Variability in use
of cut off scores and formats on the Edinburgh Postnatal
Depression Scale: implications for clinical and research
practice. Arch Womens Ment Health 2006;9:309–15.

72. Harris B, Huckle P, Thomas R, Johns S, Fung H. The use
of rating scales to identify post-natal depression. Br J
Psychiatry 1989;154:813–7.

73. Boyce P, Stubbs J, Todd A. The Edinburgh Postnatal Depres-
sion Scale: validation for an Australian sample. Aust N Z J
Psychiatry 1993;27:472–6.

74. Murray L, Carothers A. The validation of the Edinburgh
Postnatal Depression Scale on a community sample. Br J
Psychiatry 1990;157:288–90.

75. Oates MR, Cox JL, Neema S, et al. Postnatal depression
across countries and cultures: a qualitative study. Br J
Psychiatry 2004;46:10–6.

76. Adouard F, Glangeaud-Freudenthal NM, Golse B. Validation
of the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS) in a
sample of women with high-risk pregnancies in France.
Arch Womens Ment Health 2005;8:89–95.

77. Goldberg D, Cooper B, Eastwood MR, Kedward HB,
Shepherd M. A standardized psychiatric interview for use in
community surveys. Br J Prev Soc Med 1970;24:18–23.

78. Wing JK, Cooper JE, Sartorius N. The measurement and
classification of psychiatric symptoms. London: Cambridge
University Press, 1974.

79. Montgomery SA, Asberg M. A new depression scale designed to
be sensitive to change. Br J Psychiatry 1979;134:382–9.

Course of Postpartum Depression

Harvard Review of Psychiatry www.harvardreviewofpsychiatry.org 21

Copyright @ 2014 President and Fellows of Harvard College. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.



80. Robins L, Helzer J, Cottler L, Goldring E. Diagnostic Interview
Schedule (version III, revised). St. Louis, MO: Washington
University, 1988.

81. Spitzer R, Williams J, Gibbon M, First M. Structured clinical
interview for DSM-III-R (with psychotic screen). New York:
New York State Psychiatric Institute, Biometric Research
Department, 1989.

82. World Health Organization. Composite International Diag-
nostic Interview (CIDI). Geneva: WHO, 1997.

83. Austin MP. Antenatal screening and early intervention for
“perinatal” distress, depression and anxiety: where to from
here? Arch Womens Ment Health 2004;7:1–6.

84. Caspi A, Moffitt T, Thornton A, et al. The life history
calendar: a research and clinical assessment method for
collecting retrospective event-history data. Int J Methods
Psychiatr Res 1996;6:101–14.

85. Axinn W, Pearce L, Ghimire D. Innovations in life history
calendar applications. Soc Sci Res 1999;2:243–64.

N. Vliegen et al.

22 www.harvardreviewofpsychiatry.org Volume 22 • Number 1 • January/February 2014

Copyright @ 2014 President and Fellows of Harvard College. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited.


