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Introduction 

 
As we pass the one-year anniversary of the first COVID-19 lockdowns, conditions 
that have (in many ways) highlighted the challenges that women still face. Amid stay-
at-home orders, domestic violence has worsened around the world, largely 
perpetuated against women. Working mothers, who have been faced with much of 
the increased child care and housework the pandemic has caused, are reaching a 
breaking point financially and emotionally1. Reports from the World Economic 
Forum, the Centre for Mental Health in the UK and a 64-country anonymous survey 
of nearly 7,000 pregnant and postpartum woman showed increased anxiety, 
depression, stress and loneliness as a result of the pandemic. 
 
 

UK 
 
Centre for Mental Health: Maternal mental health during a pandemic – A rapid 
review of COVID-19’s impact 
 
Published 16th March 2021 

 
The perinatal period is a time of significant risk to women’s mental health, with up to 
two in ten women suffering some form of mental health difficulty. From early on in 
the Covid-19 pandemic, the Centre for Mental Health and Maternal Mental Health 
Alliance were concerned about the likely increased mental health challenges that 
women in pregnancy and early motherhood were facing as a result of the pandemic 
and the restrictions introduced to tackle it. 
 
Maternal mental health during a pandemic is a rapid evidence review of the impact of 
Covid-19 on the mental health of women during pregnancy and after they’ve given 
birth, and the support that’s been available during the pandemic. 
 
The report finds that women and their families have faced extra pressures on their 
mental health, including anxiety about giving birth during lockdown or about 
becoming unwell, fears about losing employment and increasing levels of domestic 
violence. It finds that some groups of women face a higher than average risk of poor 

 
1 Greater Good Berkley 
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/greater_good_resources_for_womens_well_being? 
 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/04/1061132
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/greater_good_resources_for_womens_well_being
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mental health, including women from racialised communities and women 
experiencing economic deprivation. 
 
These findings call on the UK Government to review what is needed to fully support 
women’s mental health during the perinatal period and to commit to provide this both 
in the aftermath of the pandemic and in any future crisis situation. 

 
 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/maternal-mental-health-
during-pandemic 

 
World Economic Forum (WEF): COVID-19 is damaging the mental health of 
mothers. Here are 4 ways to help 
 
Published 30 March 2021 
 
The publication of this paper coincided with the one-year anniversary of COVID-19 
being declared a global pandemic. Its impact on the mental health and well-being of 
children has been undeniable. COVID-19 has created challenges for parents, such 
as juggling remote working with family life, lack of childcare support and home-
schooling. It has become increasingly clear that the mental health impact of the 
pandemic is a family affair.  
 
Parents have lost child care, taken on home-school responsibilities, shifted to 
working from home and suffered from several additional stressors, such as job loss 
and changes in employment. 

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/maternal-mental-health-during-pandemic
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/maternal-mental-health-during-pandemic
https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
https://www.who.int/director-general/speeches/detail/who-director-general-s-opening-remarks-at-the-media-briefing-on-covid-19---11-march-2020
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/amp0000660
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Decades of research have shown that the well-being of mothers is critical for children 
and youth to flourish, which suggests maternal mental health and well-being should 
be a priority for COVID-19 pandemic recovery efforts. We’ve identified important 
ingredients for a successful pandemic recovery for mothers and families. 
 
Mental health supports for mothers 
 
Maternal mental health was a national concern before the pandemic and the WEF 
data demonstrates that there has been nearly a two-fold increase in depressive and 
anxiety symptoms in women with children under the age of 12. 
 
The WEF argues that increased availability of mental health services that are easily 
and widely accessible is needed. It suggests an increase in uptake of tele-mental 
health services (mental health support that is provided online or by phone) has the 
potential to provide mothers with the opportunity to obtain mental health support 
while reducing barriers that often limit accessibility, such as location or time. 
 
Ongoing support for family incomes 
 
A major stressor that was associated with increases in mental health symptoms in 
the WEF study was the loss or disruption of family income as a result of the 
pandemic. 
 
Research has shown that maternal employment was hit harder during the pandemic 
than paternal employment. Recovery plans that include the support and provision of 
resources during a time of crisis will be critical in curtailing mental health difficulties 
that could ensue within families. 
 
Shared responsibilities for home-schooling, child care and household tasks 
 
The WEF findings showed that mothers who were having difficulties balancing 
multiple roles had higher rates of depression and anxiety. Although fathers have 
increased their participation in unpaid labour over the course of the pandemic, 
including child care and domestic tasks, there remains a deficit in these contributions 
between mothers and fathers. 
 
As COVID-19 continues on, the WEF argues that it is critical for policy-makers to 
invest in universal supports for child care and out-of-school care, and focus on 
providing flexible leave policies that allow both mothers and fathers to adequately 
care for and home-school their children. 
 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/mental-health-4-ways-that-mothers-can-
be-supported-throughout-covid-19/ 
 
 

US 
 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2020.2910
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/190624/dq190624b-eng.htm
https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000259
https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000259
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/mental-health-4-ways-that-mothers-can-be-supported-throughout-covid-19/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/03/mental-health-4-ways-that-mothers-can-be-supported-throughout-covid-19/
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Public Library of Science2 (PLOS): A cross-national study of factors 
associated with women’s perinatal mental health and wellbeing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
 
21 April 2021 
 
Depression and other mental health problems have become much more common 
among pregnant women and new mothers during the COVID-19 pandemic, an 
international study finds. 
 
Professor Karestan Koenen and her team conducted an anonymous online survey of 
nearly 6,900 women in 64 countries May 26-June 13, 2020. 
 
Large percentages of women scored at or above cut-offs in widely used 
psychological screening tools for elevated levels of anxiety/depression (31%); 
loneliness (53%), and post-traumatic stress in relation to COVID-19 (43%). Only 2% 
had been diagnosed with COVID and 7% had contact with someone with the virus. 
Koenen and her colleagues said those levels of mental health problems were much 
higher than those previously found in the general population during the pandemic or 
among pregnant women and new moms before the pandemic. 
 
Certain factors seemed to make matters worse, the researchers reported. 
 
Looking for information about the pandemic five or more times a day from any 
source (social media, news or word-of-mouth) more than doubled the risk of elevated 
post-traumatic stress in relation to COVID as well as anxiety and depression. 
Concerns about children and child care, as well as economic worries were also 
significant, the study found. 
 
The findings show the need for ways to reduce the impact of pandemic-related 
stress on pregnant women and new mothers. The findings were published online in 
April 2021 in the journal PLOS ONE. 
 
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0249780 
 
Maternal Mental Health Hub: Maternity Care Delivery and Payment Changes 
During COVID-19 Assessing Equity and Sustaining Innovation 
 
2021 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic disproportionately impacted people of colour, exacerbating 
existing systemic inequities in the United States. Racial and ethnic minority groups 
have borne an inordinate burden of COVID-19 related illness and death.  According 
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the identified COVID-19 
death rate among Black persons is nearly two times that of white persons and Black 
persons are nearly three times more likely to be hospitalized. Further, American 
Indian or Alaska native and Hispanic persons are more than two times more likely to 

 
2 https://plos.org/ 
 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0249780
https://plos.org/
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die from COVID-19 than white persons, and almost four times and three times more 
likely to be hospitalized, respectively, than white persons.  
 
Just as the COVID-19 pandemic has opened more eyes to troubling racial health 
disparities, maternal health outcomes in the U.S. have long signalled systemic 
inequities for pregnant and birthing persons of colour, with birthing persons of colour 
two to three times more likely to die in childbirth than white birthing persons.  
 
In planning for the post-pandemic maternity care system, it is critical to evaluate the 
impact of all care delivery models with a health equity lens to determine whether 
birthing persons of colour are benefited or harmed by the emergency innovation. 
 
This report gives examples of innovations to assist equity solutions. 
 
https://maternalhealthhub.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Maternity-Care-Changes-
During-COVID-19_final.pdf 
 

 
 
 
 
 

https://maternalhealthhub.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Maternity-Care-Changes-During-COVID-19_final.pdf
https://maternalhealthhub.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Maternity-Care-Changes-During-COVID-19_final.pdf
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