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Postpartum depression has garnered a great deal of public attention in the last few years and
the negative impact of maternal depression on a baby’s development has been widely reported. For
example, studies have found that babies of depressed mothers often display more negative emotions
and poor cognitive development. Maternal depression during infancy has also been found to predict
the occurrence of externalizing behavior problems, like acting out, and internalizing problems, like
withdrawal or depression, when these children are in kindergarten.

While much of the focus has been on the impact postpartum depression has on the mother-
child relationship, it is also important to consider how the father can impact the baby’s healthy
development in the absence of the normal mother-child bond. This study assessed the impact of
paternal involvement during the infancy of a child with a mother suffering from postpartum
depression.

Increased paternal involvement with children has been associated with fewer behavioral
problems and better academic performance. Fathers who exhibit parenting style characterized by
high levels of warmth and high levels of control have been found to lead to positive outcomes for
children, including fewer behavior problems.

Paternal depression in addition to maternal depression during the child’s infancy was
associated with the most internalizing behaviors in kindergarten. However, absence of paternal
depression, on the other hand, had little impact on the children’s internalizing behaviors when the
mother was depressed.

It appears that fathers cannot completely fulfill the void left when a mother is unable to
form normal attachments with her newborn. However, fathers do play an important role in the
development of their children. This study suggests that fathers may provide the discipline and
structure during infancy that are necessary to prevent children from having behavioral problems
later on. Thus, while they cannot replace the mother-child relationship, they do have their own
unique role to play in the development of a healthy and well-adjusted child.

Take-home message: When a mother is suffering from postpartum depression, it is critical
to the child’s healthy development that the father spends time with his infant.
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