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Introduction

 Epigenetic advances provide evidence that the foundations of hu-
man health are intimately related to maternal health in gestation [1]. 
Individuals exposed to stress early in life are more likely to suffer 
long-term behavioural, mental health, metabolic, immune and cardio-
vascular consequences [2]. The hypothalamus plays a nodal role in 
programming, controlling and regulating stress responses throughout 
the life course [3]. Epigenetic reprogramming in the hippocampus 
and hypothalamus plays an important role in adapting genome func-
tion to experiences and exposures during the perinatal and early life 
periods and in establishing stable phenotypic outcomes [4]. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) states that nutrition, weight con-
trol, physical activity, pregnancy planning, as well as the physical, 
mental and psychosocial health of the pregnant woman are priorities 
to ensure the health of the future child [5-7]. Progress in understanding 
how a mother’s emotional states during pregnancy affect the health 
of her unborn child has been less well established scientifically, but 
there is now compelling evidence that this is beginning to emerge. 
Current data show that maternal mental conditions affect about 10% 
of pregnant women worldwide. Therefore, assessing the timing and 
patterns of mental health illnesses is critical to ensure the well-being 
of the mother, the newborn and the whole family [8]. Pregnancy is a 
time of increased risk of developing or re-experiencing mental illness 
[9]. Women with previous mental health conditions may increase the 
risk of miscarriage and other pregnancy complications (e.g. gestation-
al diabetes), premature birth and low birth weight [10]. Gestational 
healthcare needs to take into account advances in antenatal psycholo-
gy.

Objective

 To describe interventions for mental health care in pregnancy and 
the postpartum period.

Methodology

 A literature review was conducted in the following databases: 
PubMed, Cumulative Index in Nursing and Allied Health Literature 
(CINAHL  Cochrane Library. The search for scientific articles was 
carried out in English and Spanish. The keywords used were selected 
through the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and Health Scienc-
es Descriptors (DeCS) terms. The terms were “pregnancy”, “post-
partum”, “mental health”, “prevention strategies”. The search was 
carried out using the Boolean operator “AND”. The Boolean com-
binations used were: “mental health AND prevention strategies AND 
pregnancy”; “mental health AND prevention strategies AND postpar-
tum”; “pregnancy AND mental health”; “postpartum AND mental 
health”. The initial search yielded a total of 14,499 articles. In order 
to refine and fulfil the research objective, several inclusion criteria 
were applied that helped to reduce the sample obtained: scientific ar-
ticles published from 2018 to 2022; open access articles; qualitative, 
quantitative and mixed methodological designs; works whose central 
dimension was the prevention of mental health in pregnancy and post-
partum. After applying the above criteria, a total of 506 articles were  
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Abstract
Introduction: The foundations of a person’s health are intimate-
ly related to physical and psychological maternal health. Physical 
care is protocolised and rapidly disseminated throughout the health 
care environment. However, psycho-emotional care of pregnant and 
postpartum women receives less attention.

Objective: To describe psycho-emotional care interventions during 
pregnancy and the postpartum period.

Methodology: Literature review in the following databases: PubMed, 
Cumulative Index in Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL) 
Cochrane Library. The search for scientific articles was carried out in 
English and Spanish. The selected keywords used were “pregnan-
cy”, “postpartum”, “mental health” and prevention strategies”. After 
several analysis processes, the most relevant papers were selected.

Results: Eight pillars of gestational and postpartum care that affect 
maternal and newborn health emerged from the literature review: 
diet, micronutrient supply, exercise, toxics, pathogens, cognitive-be-
havioural strategies, history of mental health disturbance, interper-
sonal violence.

Discussion: All psycho-emotional care interventions during preg-
nancy and the postpartum period have an impact on perinatal health. 
The paper provides a well-founded explanation for professionals to 
understand the impact of psycho emotional care on the health of 
women and newborns in these periods.
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obtained. The third stage of the study involved the elimination of ar-
ticles that were repeated in the 3 databases, studies that were opinion 
columns or recommendations, studies that were not published in the 
three databases. The third stage of the study involved the elimination 
of articles that were repeated in the 3 databases, studies that were 
opinion columns or general recommendations on gestational or 
postpartum care, articles that reflected studies on pathologies prior to 
gestation or in relation to pregnancies with assisted reproduction tech-
niques. Finally, after the third stage of selection, a total of 20 scientific 
articles were obtained, which are presented in the bibliography, from 
which two analytical categories emerged and which are developed in 
the results section (Figure 1).

Results
 Eight pillars of gestational and postpartum care that affect mater-
nal and newborn health emerged from the literature review: diet, mi-
cronutrient supply, exercise, toxics, pathogens, cognitive-behavioural 
strategies, history of mental health disturbance, interpersonal vio-
lence.

Diet

 Studies show a direct relationship between pre-pregnancy body 
mass index and increased adverse perinatal outcomes [6]. Poor ma-
ternal nutritional status is associated with abnormal fetal growth pat-
terns, including low birth weight (<2500 g), small for gestational age 
(<10% of birth weight for gestational age) or fetal growth restriction. 
Maternal obesity is associated with macrosomia (>4 to 4.5 kg) and 
large for gestational age (>90 % of birth weight for gestational age), 
gestational diabetes mellitus (GDM) and pre-eclampsia. All dis-
orders are associated with an increased risk of developing chronic 
diseases in childhood and adulthood [11]. Persistent very high fetal 
glucose concentrations can inhibit fetal neuronal development, lead-
ing to reduced neuronal number, dendritic proliferation and synapse 
formation, leading to reduced cognitive function and increased devel-
opmental learning difficulties [12]. GDM is associated with neurode-
velopmental disorders: autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (RR=1.28, 
Arango) [13]; and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 
[14] (OR=1.63, Arango) (13). Arango et al. (2021) find diabetes mel-
litus type 2 (hazard ratio, RR 1.54 to 2.28), depression (RR 1.65 to 
1.99) and low frequency of social contacts (RR=1.57) as risk factors 
for dementia [13]. Observational data have shown that first trimester 
gain is the strongest predictor of adverse outcomes [11].

Micronutrient supply

 Micronutrients are minerals and vitamins necessary for the nor-
mal growth and development of living organisms [15]. Their inade-
quate intake can lead to deficiencies in maternal reserves, microbiota  

alteration, maternal diseases, fetal and neonatal developmental pa-
thology [6]. Folic acid is recommended for the prevention of neural 
tube defects. Supplementation with 400 mcg/d of folic acid is recom-
mended from 3 months before conception, during pregnancy and up 
to 4-6 weeks postpartum or for the duration of breastfeeding [5,16]. 
Iodine is an essential nutrient for making thyroid hormones, which 
are essential for regulating the development of the fetal brain and ner-
vous system. Nervous tissue begins to develop as early as the second 
month of pregnancy        [17]. Altered iron status during pregnancy can re-
sult in anaemia, fatigue, preterm birth, low birth weight and increased 
perinatal mortality. The recommended daily intake during pregnancy 
is 27-28 mg/d [18]. Calcium is essential for bone formation, muscle 
contraction, enzyme and hormone function. During pregnancy, it is 
necessary to maintain an intake of 1,000-1,200 mg/d [18]. Calcium 
intake has been associated with a reduced risk of pre-eclampsia (RR: 
0.38; 95% CI: 0.28-0.52; 9 studies), hypertension (RR: 0.53; 95% 
CI: 0.38-0.74; 5 studies) prematurity in all women (RR: 0.76; 95% 
CI: 0.66-0.97) [18]. Vitamin D is related to bone health and has an 
immunological and anti-inflammatory role. Deficiency in pregnancy 
is associated with an increased risk of developing GDM, pre-eclamp-
sia, prematurity and low birth weight [19]. Vitamin C is necessary 
during embryonic development for several epigenetic enzymes to be 
active and involved in cell differentiation, maintenance of pluripoten-
cy and developmental functions [18,20]. Prebiotics and probiotics in 
pregnancy are suggested for their role in the remodelling of metabolic 
pathways. There is weak evidence of their adverse impact on foetal 
development [18,21].

Exercise

 Moderate physical activity during pregnancy improves muscle 
tone and function and decreases the risk of pre-eclampsia, gesta-
tional diabetes and overweight. Studies claim that an average of 30 
minutes of exercise per day contributes to long-term benefits for ma-
ternal health [6].Exercise improves metabolic homeostasis and mus-
cle-based thermogenesis in the foetus and offspring by inducing the 
function of apelin exerkinin in foetal muscle [22,23]. Apelin is an 
exercise-induced myokine that can enhance maternal and fetal mus-
cle cell metabolism that has beneficial metabolic effects by reduc-
ing obesity-related insulin resistance [22]. Arango found exercise to 
be a robust protective factor for Alzheimer’s disease (hazard ratio, 
HR=0.62) [13].

Toxics

 Exposure to toxic substances has a direct impact on maternal and 
neonatal morbidity and mortality [13]. Alcohol is a teratogen that can 
easily cross the placenta and damage the developing embryo and foe-
tus because it has a prolonged effect due to amniotic accumulation, 
increasing the risk of negative outcomes, including foetal alcohol 
spectrum disorder [24,25]. Smoking during pregnancy is associated 
with reduced fetal measurements after the first trimester [26]. Arango 
found associations between gestational smoking with attention defi-
cit hyperactivity disorder (OR=1.60) with opioid use disorders (odds 
ratio, OR=3.07) [13]. The effects of drugs administered to pregnant 
women are less well known because the biochemical and physiolog-
ical changes of pregnancy alter the dose-response relationship. The 
lack of evidence recommends individualised assessment [27,28]. 
Cannabis (marijuana) use has the potential to cause adverse foetal 
and infant development. Exposed children have lower scores on tests 
of visual problem solving, visual-motor coordination, visual analysis,  

Figure 1: Flow diagram literature search strategy.
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decreased attention span and more behavioural problems [29]. Aran-
go also found an association with non-organic psychotic disorders 
(OR=3.90) [13]. There is no safe amount of marijuana during preg-
nancy and lactation [29]. Toxic metals and endocrine disruptors are 
pollutants that are ubiquitous in the environment. Many metals, such 
as Arsenic (As), Cadmium (Cd), Lead (Pb) and Mercury (Hg), cross 
the placental barrier resulting in direct foetal exposure [30].  Prenatal 
exposure results in fetal epigenomic changes, including altered glob-
al DNA methylation and microRNA expression. These changes may 
have functional cellular consequences, which will affect the future 
health of the child [30].

Pathogens

 The classical infectious pathogens: toxoplasma gondii, rubella vi-
rus, cytomegalovirus herpes simplex virus (TORCH), are teratogenic. 
Emerging evidence suggests that these infections represent the ex-
treme end of a much broader spectrum of lesions that may alter fetal 
brain development, leading to future neuropsychiatric consequences 
for the child [4]. The link between influenza infections in pregnant 
women and an increased risk of developing schizophrenia in their 
children was first described more than 30 years ago. Since then, it has 
been found that a variety of infections during pregnancy can increase 
the risk of autism spectrum disorder and depression in the child. Both 
infections and inflammation can cause direct injury to neurons and 
neural progenitor cells or indirect injury through activation of mi-
croglia and astrocytes, which can trigger cytokine production and 
oxidative stress [7]. They can also alter serotonin production in the 
placenta, which can disrupt neurotransmitter signaling in the devel-
oping brain [4].

Cognitive-Behavioural Strategies

 Prenatal and postnatal education programmes have shown their 
impact on women’s health in these periods in terms of gestational 
care, nutrition, exercise, breathing techniques, relaxation, childbirth 
care, bonding with the baby, family reorganization, breastfeeding and 
infant care [6, 31-35].

History of Mental Health Disturbance

 Pregnancy involves psychological and social processes that have 
an impact on the neurological development of the newborn [10,36,37]. 
Pregnancy is a time of increased risk of developing or re-experiencing 
mental illness [9]. In the case of depression, the average prevalence 
of maternal depression ranges from 15.6% in the antenatal period 
to 19.8% in the postnatal period. It is associated with preterm birth, 
low birth weight and poor infant growth and cognitive development 
[31,38,39]. Worldwide, suicide is one of the leading causes of mater-
nal mortality. Figures range from 13.4% in France to 11% in the USA. 
Psychiatric history was found in 33.3% of suicidal mothers in France 
and depression in 75% of those in the USA. The history was found to 
be unknown to the maternity team for 30.3 % in France. Ninety-one 
percent of potentially preventable maternal deaths were related to 
lack of multidisciplinary management and/or inadequate interaction 
between the patient and the health system [40-42].

Interpersonal Violence

 Interpersonal violence in the perinatal period is a prominent 
health problem because of the risk of escalation of violence and the 
significant impact on mothers’ parenting after childbirth [43]. It can 
be associated with fatal and non-fatal adverse health outcomes due to  

direct trauma to a pregnant woman’s body and the effect of stress on 
foetal growth and development. Emotional violence is a risk factor 
for prenatal and/or postpartum depression and mother-child bond-
ing  [44].

Discussion
 The results show a high degree of evidence on the five pillars of 
perinatal health, diet, micronutrient intake, exercise, toxic reduction 
and infection control. These five pillars are crucial because of their 
direct impact on the health of the pregnant woman and foetal devel-
opment [35]. However, a great disparity of criteria for recommenda-
tions has been found in the main international health and scientific 
organizations (WHO, NICE; FIGO, etc.) [5,10,15,16]. This lack of 
consensus hinders the proper management of care interventions for 
pregnant women and early detection of perinatal health problems and 
more seriously, the development of institutional policies that effec-
tively organise prenatal care [45]. Observational data have shown that 
first trimester care is the strongest predictor of adverse outcomes. In-
terventions starting early in pregnancy or before conception are need-
ed to prevent later complications for mothers and their children [11]. 
Cognitive behavioural strategies have been found to be developed 
through maternal and paternal health education programmes in gesta-
tion and the postpartum period [46]. There is evidence of their useful-
ness in favouring a healthy pregnancy, delivery and puerperium, with 
a satisfactory experience and lower risks of maternal and neonatal 
morbidity and mortality [34]. However, it is difficult to know which 
schools have the greatest capacity to achieve the educational objec-
tives and, therefore, which schools should be extended throughout 
the world. Their study is limited by the heterogeneity of evaluation 
designs [35]. With regard to the mental health of pregnant and puer-
peral women, the evidence shows that there are very high percentag-
es of women with mental health problems that go unnoticed by the 
health teams that care for them during pregnancy and the puerperium 
[42]. We agree with Blackmore’s team [9] on the need to incorporate 
perinatal mental health screening tools for all pregnant women into 
national programmes. Strategies must be designed to overcome indi-
vidual and health system barriers to implementing policies for early 
detection of perinatal mental health. Montagnoli’s recommendation 
[8] for prevention and management of maternal mental health con-
ditions within the first 1000 days with a holistic approach is high-
lighted. The lack of prenatal psychology teams hinders this task of 
holistic care. Recommendations from state maternal mortality review 
committees can be useful in prioritising interventions and strategies 
to enable screening, care coordination and continuity of care during 
pregnancy and the postpartum year [41,42]. The contribution of Al-
berdice [33] on the role of midwives in the prevention of maternal 
mental health and detection of domestic violence is very interesting, 
given their role in accompanying women and their partners through-
out the process of pregnancy, childbirth and the postpartum period. 
Blackmore [9] proposes training health professionals and implement-
ing digital screening. According to Jardin, the training of health pro-
fessionals should include sexual and reproductive rights issues [47]. 
The main limitation of the paper lies in its review format conducted 
in biomedical databases. One wonders what the results would be in 
psychological databases. However, this is also its greatest value, as 
it provides a very broad view of what is seen as prenatal psychology 
prevention from a health perspective. The study highlights the need 
for training of health professionals in this area and the need to estab-
lish prenatal psychology teams that coordinate with obstetric teams to  
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ensure comprehensive care for women in these vulnerable stages of 
life, gestation and puerperium. It may also represent a benchmark for 
advancing clinical characterisation and research and for expanding 
preventive and early intervention strategies for mental disorders.
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