
Perinatal mental health services in pregnancy
and the year after birth: the ESMI research
programme including RCT

Louise M Howard,1* Kathryn M Abel,2

Katie H Atmore,1 Debra Bick,3 Amanda Bye,1

Sarah Byford,4 Lauren E Carson,1 Clare Dolman,1

Margaret Heslin,4 Myra Hunter,5 Stacey Jennings,1

Sonia Johnson,6 Ian Jones,7 Billie Lever Taylor,6

Rebecca McDonald,1 Jeannette Milgrom,8

Nicola Morant,6 Selina Nath,1 Susan Pawlby,9

Laura Potts,10 Claire Powell,1 Diana Rose,11

Elizabeth Ryan,10 Gertrude Seneviratne,12

Rebekah Shallcross,1 Nicky Stanley,13

Kylee Trevillion,1 Angelika Wieck14 and
Andrew Pickles10

1Section of Women’s Mental Health, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience,
King’s College London, London, UK

2Centre for Women’s Mental Health, The University of Manchester, Manchester, UK
3Division of Women and Children’s Health, Florence Nightingale Faculty of Nursing,
Midwifery and Palliative Care, King’s College London, London, UK

4King’s Health Economics, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience,
King’s College London, London, UK

5Department of Psychology, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience,
King’s College London, London, UK

6Division of Psychiatry, University College London, London, UK
7Institute of Psychological Medicine and Clinical Neuroscience, Cardiff University, Cardiff, UK
8Department of Clinical and Health Psychology, Parent–Infant Research Institute,
University of Melbourne, Melbourne, VIC, Australia

9Department of Psychological Medicine, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and
Neuroscience, King’s College London, London, UK

10Biostatistics and Health Informatics, King’s College London, London, UK
11Service User Research Enterprise, Institute of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience,
King’s College London, London, UK

12Perinatal Service, South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust, London, UK
13School of Social Work, Care and Community, University of Central Lancashire, Harrington, UK
14Greater Manchester Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust, Manchester, UK

*Corresponding author louise.howard@kcl.ac.uk



Declared competing interests of authors: Louise M Howard chaired the National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence (NICE) Antenatal and Postnatal Mental Health Guidance [Clinical Guidance 192
(CG192); 2014], has worked for NICE Scientific Advice (London, UK) and was partly funded (2018–19)
by the National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) Biomedical Research at the South
London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust (London, UK) and King’s College London (London, UK).
Louise M Howard was also supported by a NIHR Research Professorship (NIHR-RP-R3-12-011).
Debra Bick was supported by the NIHR Collaboration for Leadership in Applied Health Research and
Care South London at King’s College Hospital NHS Foundation Trust (London, UK) and is an active
member of the NIHR Health Services and Delivery Research (HSDR) Funding Committee (2020 to
present). Ian Jones reports grants from Takeda Pharmaceutical Company Limited (Tokyo, Japan) and
personal fees from Sanofi SA (Paris, France), outside the submitted work. In addition, Ian Jones is a
trustee of Action on Postpartum Psychosis (Swansea, UK) and is a trustee of the Maternal Mental
Health Alliance (London, UK). Rebecca McDonald reports personal fees from Improving Outcomes in
the Treatment of Opioid Dependence (London, UK), other funding from Mundipharma Research Ltd
(Cambridge, UK) and personal fees from the United Nations Office on Drug Crime (Vienna, Austria),
outside the submitted work. Elizabeth Ryan is funded by the Medical Research Council (London, UK; grant
MR/N028287/1). Rebekah Shallcross is funded by a NIHR HSDR grant (16/117/03) and grants from the
Wellcome Institutional Strategic Support Fund Return to Work Fellowship, outside the submitted work.
Kylee Trevillion is funded by a NIHR HSDR grant (16/117/03). Andrew Pickles received support from the
NIHR King’s College London/South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust Biomedical Research
Centre (IS-BRC-1215-20018).

Published June 2022
DOI: 10.3310/CCHT9881

Plain English summary
The ESMI research programme including RCT
Programme Grants for Applied Research 2022; Vol. 10: No. 5

DOI: 10.3310/CCHT9881

NIHR Journals Library www.journalslibrary.nihr.ac.uk



Plain English summary

Early identification and effective treatment of mothers with mental illness could improve the health
of both these women and their babies. We found that two questions about low mood, or a 10-item

self-complete questionnaire, were useful in identifying pregnant women likely to have depression or
other mental illnesses. Around one in four participants had a mental illness. Women identified as being
depressed were invited to participate in a study to examine whether or not a future large trial looking
at the usefulness of tailored, guided self-help would be feasible. Recruitment was slow, partly because
of changes in the way that services were organised, and so a larger trial would not be possible.
However, the new, tailored, guided self-help materials were valued by women and practitioners.

We interviewed women who had experienced mental health problems (mild to severe) during the
perinatal period (i.e. during pregnancy and the year after birth) and found that services tailored to the
perinatal period were usually preferred to general services. However, stigma and fears about losing
custody of children are barriers to disclosure of mental health problems.

We also developed and evaluated a new measure of service satisfaction for women with acute severe
mental illnesses after birth who needed psychiatric admission or treatment by crisis resolution teams.
We used this and other measures in a large trial comparing readmission rates in the year after
discharge among women treated in specialist psychiatric mother and baby units and those treated
in acute generic psychiatric inpatient wards or at home under the care of a crisis resolution team
(i.e. standard care). Women treated in mother and baby units were slightly less likely than those who
received standard care (22% vs. 25%) to be readmitted in the year after discharge. Women were also
more satisfied with specialist services. However, specialist services were not good value for money
compared with standard care in the short term, although this may not be the case in the longer term.
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