
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

How Postnatal Depression In Fathers Affects 
Their New Babies 
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When a new baby is born, health visitors and doctors are trained to
look for signs of postnatal depression in the mother.  

But new research suggests that healthcare workers should also be 
looking for signs of depression in the father too – because it has 
long term consequences on the child’s behaviour and emotional 
development. 

The study, from the University of Bristol’s Children of the 90s 
project, which is published in The Lancet today (Friday) confirms 
that postnatal depression affects a significant number of fathers. 

Baby boys, who seem to be particularly affected if their fathers 
are depressed, go on to have twice as many behavioural problems 
in the preschool years. 

Researchers from the Universities of Oxford, Bristol and Rochester 
in the United States analysed records on 8,430 fathers and found 
that eight weeks after the birth, 3.6 per cent (303) appeared to be 
suffering from depression, with symptoms including anxiety, mood 
swings, irritability and feelings of hopelessness. 

In line with previous studies, 10.2 per cent of mothers had similar 
signs of depression. 

Oxford psychiatrist Dr Paul Ramchandani says: “We already know 
that postnatal depression in mothers can affect the quality of 
maternal care, and is associated with disturbances in children’s 
later social, behavioural, psychological and physical development.  

“While a significant number of men do report depression following 
the birth of a child, until now the influence of depression in 
fathers during the early years of a child’s life has received scant 
attention. 

“There is research establishing that adolescent children of 
depressed fathers have higher rates of psychiatric disorder but 
very little is known about the possible effects of paternal 
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depression early in children’s lives.” 

At the age of 3½, the children were assessed for both emotional 
symptoms (such as worry and sadness) and behaviour (including 
hyperactivity).  

The researchers found that in families where the fathers had been 
suffering from depression soon after the birth – the children were 
twice as likely to have high levels of emotional and behavioural 
problems.  

When they looked separately at boys and girls, there was a 
significant difference in boys’ behaviour if their fathers had been 
depressed. Fewer girls were affected. 

Dr Ramchandani says: ”The relationship between boys’ behavioural
development and depression in their fathers is striking. It may be 
that boys are specifically sensitive to the effects of parenting by 
fathers, perhaps because of different involvement by fathers with 
their sons. 

“The influence of fathers in very early childhood may have been 
under-estimated in the past, but these findings indicate that 
paternal depression has a specific and persisting impact on 
children’s early behavioural and emotional development and that 
fathers influence their children’s development from very early in 
life.  

“Although largely neglected to date, paternal depression in the 
postnatal period should be recognised and treated by healthcare 
professionals in order to lessen any adverse effects on the child.” 

Paternal depression in the postnatal period and child 
development: a prospective longitudinal study. Paul 
Ramchandani, Alan Stein, Jonathan Evans, Thomas G. 
O’Connor and the ALSPAC study team . The Lancet -  

 
NOTES 

Postnatal depression is similar to depression occurring at 
other times in life and only distinguishable by the timing of 
onset. According to the mental health charity MIND, and the 
Office of National Statistics, depression occurs in one in 10 
adults in Britain at any one time. Estimates of lifetime 
prevalence vary from one in six to one in four. A summary of 
studies on more severe depression gives a figure of one in 20 
people at any one time who suffer major or ‘clinical’ 
depression. 

ALSPAC The Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children 
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(also known as Children of the 90s) is a unique ongoing 
research project based in the University of Bristol. It enrolled
14,000 mothers during pregnancy in 1991-2 and has followed 
most of the children and parents in minute detail ever since. 

The ALSPAC study could not have been undertaken without 
the continuing financial support of the Medical Research 
Council, the Wellcome Trust, and the University of Bristol 
among many others.  

For further information contact ALSPAC PR and Communications: 
Nick Kerswell , Sally Watson or Anne Gorringe 0117 33 16731 
MOBILE 07967 390808 

See www.alspac.bristol.ac.uk 
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