
PREGNANCY AND WOMEN’S  
MENTAL HEALTH IN CANADA
RESULTS FROM THE CANADIAN MATERNITY EXPERIENCES SURVEY

SUMMARY
•	 In the postpartum period, 7.5% of women reported 

depressive symptoms. 

•	 Before they became pregnant, 15.5% of women 
were either diagnosed with depression or treated 
with anti-depressants. 

•	 In the 12 months before childbirth, 12.5% of women 
reported that most days were very stressful. 

•	 Some women (13%) had little or no support 
available to them during their pregnancy.

•	 Women who experienced physical or sexual abuse 
were more likely to report postpartum depressive 
symptoms, a history of depression, stress, and little 
or no social support.

INTRODUCTION
For most women, pregnancy and birth are a time for 
celebration. However, this can also be a time of change 
in a woman’s body and lifestyle, which may increase 
the risk of poor mental health. 

The World Health Organization defines mental health 
as a “state of well-being in which an individual realizes 
his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and is able to 
make a contribution to his or her community.”1 

It is important to assess pregnant women’s mental 
health because it can affect not only the woman’s 
health, but also her newborn’s health and develop-
ment. This fact sheet presents information on four 
selected indicators of women’s mental health covered 
in the Canadian Maternity Experiences Survey (MES): 
postpartum depression, history of depression, stress, 
and social support. 

Four risk factors that are linked to the mental health 
indicators described above include: smoking, the use 
of alcohol and non-prescription drugs, and women’s 
history of physical or sexual abuse.

POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION
Overall, 7.5% of women reported depressive 
symptoms during the postpartum period. Women  
with depressive symptoms were also more likely to 
smoke, consume alcohol, use non-prescription drugs, 
and experience physical or sexual abuse than women 
without these symptoms (Figure 1).  For example, 
although few women reported using non-prescription 
drugs during pregnancy, four times as many women 
with depressive symptoms reported this, compared 
with women without these symptoms (3.7% compared 
with 0.8%). 

FIGURE 1: Postpartum depressive symptoms as related  
to four risk factors.
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HISTORY OF DEPRESSION
In the MES, a history of depression was defined as 
women who have been diagnosed with depression  
or prescribed anti-depressants before they became 
pregnant. Before pregnancy, 15.5% of women overall 
were either diagnosed with depression or treated with 
anti-depressants. These women were more likely to 
smoke, consume alcohol, use non-prescription drugs, 
and experience physical or sexual abuse than women 
who had no history of depression or had not been 
prescribed anti-depressants (Figure 2). For instance, 
they reported smoking during the last three months  
of pregnancy almost two times (18.1%) as much as 
other women (9.1%).

FIGURE 2: History of depression as related to four  
risk factors.
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SELF-REPORTED STRESS
The MES asked women about their levels of stress in 
the 12 months before their baby was born. Women 
who reported high levels of stress were more likely to 
smoke, use non-prescription drugs, and experience 
physical or sexual abuse than women who reported 
some or no stress (Figure 3). Overall, 12.5% of women 
reported that most days were very stressful. Women 
who reported that most days were very stressful had 
higher proportion of physical or sexual abuse in  
the previous two years, with over three times  
(20.7%) that of women with no stress (6.6%).

FIGURE 3: Self-reported stress as related to four  
risk factors.
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SOCIAL SUPPORT
Overall, 13% of women had little or no support 
available to them during their pregnancy. Such women 
were more likely to smoke, consume alcohol, and 
experience physical or sexual abuse than women with 
social support (Figure 4). When asked about the past 
two years, 16.3% of women with little or no social 
support reported physical or sexual abuse compared 
with 10.2% of women with social support.

FIGURE 4: Social support as related to four risk factors.
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MORE INFORMATION
Details about the MES, such as the questionnaire,  
data tables, and teaching slides are available here: 
www.publichealth.gc.ca/mes.

To learn more about positive choices to help  
ensure a healthy pregnancy, please see the  
Guide to a Healthy Pregnancy.
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In 2006–2007, the Canadian Maternity Experiences Survey 
(MES) surveyed Canadian women about their experiences 
and practices before and during pregnancy, after childbirth, 
and in the early months of being a parent. The MES was a 
project of the Canadian Perinatal Surveillance System 
(CPSS) which monitors and reports on key indicators of 
maternal, fetal and infant health in Canada. For more 
information visit: www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/rhs-ssg/


