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Effects of an Infant-focused Relationship-Based Hospital and Home Visiting Intervention 

on Reducing Postpartum Maternal Depression symptoms: A Pilot Study 

Abstract 

Relationship-based interventions are an effective means for reducing postpartum depression 

(PPD), but few cost-effective tools that can be administered efficiently in medical and home 

settings are available or well-studied.  This study examines the efficacy of the Newborn 

Behavioral Observations (NBO), an infant-centered relationship-based intervention, in reducing 

levels of postnatal maternal depression.  First-time mothers and their infants were recruited in the 

postpartum units of two New England hospitals and randomized into intervention and control 

groups.  A total of 106 mothers participated in this study, which used a randomized controlled 

trial design.  At one-month postpartum, symptoms of postpartum depression (PPD) were 

assessed using the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS).  Ten of the 106 mothers 

reported elevated levels of depressive symptoms (EPDS > 12), with 4% in the intervention group 

and 16% in the control group.  Results indicated that the NBO was associated with lowering the 

odds of depressive symptomatology by approximately 75%.  These findings suggest that the 

NBO conducted in hospital and home settings may be an efficient, cost-effective, relationship-

based method for reducing the likelihood of PPD symptoms. 
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The Effects of an Infant-focused Family-centered Hospital and Home Visiting Intervention 

on Preventing Postpartum Maternal Depression: A Pilot Study 

Postpartum depression (PPD) is a common psychological condition among women in the 

U.S., with a prevalence of 11 to 20 percent among new mothers (Beeghly et al., 2002; Seyfried 

& Marcus, 2003; Wisner et al., 2013). Moreover, approximately one in eleven infants are 

exposed to maternal depression within their first year of life (Center on the Developing Child at 

Harvard University, 2009). The prevalence of PPD is concerning in light of mounting evidence 

that it may severely compromise parenting quality and place infants at risk for psychopathology 

in childhood and adolescence (Brennan et al., 2000; Brennan, Hammen Katz, & Le Brocque, 

2002; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2009).  Too often, personal, 

program-level, and system-level barriers prevent primaparous women from attaining help early 

enough to support the development of healthy relationships with their newborn babies.   

Women with clinically significant levels of depressive symptoms generally have fewer 

emotional, intellectual, and physical resources they can summon to soothe and care for their 

babies in comparison to their non-depressed counterparts (Laurent & Ablow, 2012).  Compared 

to mother who are not depressed, depressed mothers tend to be affectively unresponsive and 

emotionally unavailable, provide limited language and cognitive stimulation for their children, 

and display covert hostility, such as anger and criticism (Chapin & Altenhofen, 2010; Downey & 

Coyne, 1990; Van Doesum, Hosman, & Riksen-Walraven, 2005). Moreover, maternal 

depression may lead to dysfunctional patterns of family functioning, including family conflict, 

poor quality interactions between fathers and their offspring, psychologically controlling 

parenting behavior (Rafferty, Griffin, & Robokos, 2010), and child abuse and neglect (Conron, 

Beardslee, Koenen, Buka, & Gortmaker. 2009). The newborn period is a time of particular 
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vulnerability for both mothers and their infants, as PPD can impair a mother’s ability to respond 

contingently to her infant’s cues and to engage in sensitive and responsive interactions with her 

infant, essential aspects of mother-infant relationships for the establishment of secure 

attachments and healthy development in children (Laurent, Ablow, 2012; Mertesaker, Bade, & 

Kowalenko, 2004; Musser, Ablow, & Measelle, 2012; Weinberg & Tronick, 1998).  In fact, the 

deleterious effects of postnatal depression, especially when severe and long-lasting, may 

undermine infant brain development and lead to enduring physical and mental health problems 

over the life span (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2009).  

Impact of Postpartum Depression (PPD) on Infants 

Maternal depression has both direct and indirect effects on infants (Connell AM, 

Goodman , 2002; Laurent et al., 2013) and may result in a wide range of internalizing and 

externalizing problems in children (Goodman et al., 2011).  The genetic and environmental 

mechanisms of transmission are not yet clear, but studies reveal detrimental effects of maternal 

depression on infant behavioral, physiological, and biochemical regulation after birth.  In turn, 

children may present difficulties with social and object engagement and in regulating their 

affective states (Diego et al., 2004; Field, Hernandez-Reif, & Freedman, 2004; Tronick & Rec, 

2009).  For example, PPD is associated with higher levels of salivary cortisol in infants (Brennan 

et al., 2008; Diego et al., 2004; Field, 1992), an indicator of neuroregulatory dysfunction, as well 

as suboptimal scores on the Neonatal Behavioral Assessment Scale (NBAS), a widely used index 

of newborn abilities in medical settings (Field, Hernandez-Reif, & Freedman, 2004; Hernandez-

Reif, Field, Diego, & Ruddock, 2006).  

Other negative sequelae found in children of depressed mothers include insecure 

attachment (Campbell et al., 2004), physical ailments (Goodwin, Wickramaratne, Nomura, & 
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Weissman, 2007), social, emotional, and behavioral problems (Halligan, Murray, Martins, & 

Cooper, 2007; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2009), cognition and 

attention problems (Batenburg-Eddes, 2013; Hay, Pawlby, Waters, & Sharp, 2008), poor 

academic functioning (Downey & Coyne, 1990), anxiety and depression (Bureau, Easterbrooks, 

& Lyons-Ruth, 2009; Hay, Pawlby, Angold, Harold, & Sharp, 2003), and substance abuse 

(Brennan, Hammen, Katz, & Le Brocque, 2002).  These poor child outcomes may occur 

regardless of whether a mother’s depressive symptoms recur in subsequent developmental 

periods (Hay, Pawlby, Sharp, Asten, Mills, & Kumar, 2001), and ultimately, whether by way of 

biological or environmental vulnerability (or both), children born to depressed mothers are at risk 

for functioning deficits that exceed the impairment exhibited by their parents (Hammen & 

Brennan, 2003).  Given the potential for long-lasting harmful effects, efforts to prevent and treat 

PPD as early in a child’s life as possible are essential (National Research Council and Institute of 

Medicine, 2009). 

Prevention and Treatment 

 PPD remains underdiagnosed and untreated, especially among postpartum women 

(Vesga-Lopez, 2008), and there is a growing demand for early interventions to reduce PPD 

(Hendrick, 2003; Lyons-Ruth, Wolfe, & Lyubchik; Van Doesum, Hosman, & Riksen-Walraven, 

2005).  The results of interventions aimed at preventing maternal postnatal depression have been 

somewhat disappointing, with many utilizing expensive, time-consuming approaches that are not 

feasible for most families (Austin, 2004; Brockington, 2004; Dennis, 2005; Ogrodniczuk & 

Piper, 2003).  An emerging consensus suggests that promoting the emerging mother-child 

relationship increases the likelihood of resilient trajectories for both mothers and babies (Als et 

al., 2003; Beeghly et al., 1995; Browne & Talmi, 2005; Nugent & Brazelton, 1995).  While 
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individual psychotherapy and psychotropic medications have been used effectively to address 

PPD (National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2009), treatments that focus on 

improving the mother-infant relationship may have greater potential to reduce symptoms (Paris, 

Bolton, & Spielman, 2011; Forman et al., 2007; Murray, Cooper, Wilson, & Romaniuk, 2003; 

Nylen, & Moran, Franklin, & O'Hara, 2006).  

A number of programs have been designed to treat PPD.  Some cognitive-behavioral 

therapy (CBT), psycho-educational programs, mother-infant psychotherapy, and various family-

based interventions have been shown to be fairly efficacious (Cooper, Murray, Wilson, & 

Romaniuk, 2003; Dennis, 2004; Paris et al., 2011).  Antidepressant medication is commonly used 

in general practice for treating PPD, yet many mothers are reluctant to take this medication 

during this period, especially if breast-feeding (Chabrol, Walburg, Teissedre, Armitage, & 

Santrisse, 2004).  In addition, seriously depressed mothers may be emotionally unavailable to the 

more classic “mother-centered” therapeutic approaches, especially during the first month 

postpartum (Ballestrem, Strauss, & Kaechele, 2005; Carter et al., 2003; Milgrom & Beatrice, 

2005; Stevens, Ammerman, Putnam, & Van Ginkel, 2002).  In a study of the effects of different 

treatments, Murray and Cooper (1997) concluded that “mother-centered” interventions, or 

interventions designed to lift the mother’s mood states, were not effective in influencing mother-

infant interaction, perhaps because they were initiated too late (8 weeks). 

 Relationship-based preventive methods of reducing PPD perhaps are more promising.  

Hay and colleagues (2003) advocate the development of interventions that focus on the child’s 

temperament and self-regulation, as well as on the nature of the mother’s depression, as an 

effective way to prevent maladaptive child outcomes.  Weinberg and Tronick (1998) argue that 

the infant is “the forgotten patient” in interventions for depressed mothers and propose a focus 
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on promoting the mother-infant relationship.  Similarly, Paris, Bolton, and Speilman (2011) 

conclude that the presence of the baby in the intervention provides a powerful stimulus and 

opportunity for in vivo focus on maternal feelings, doubts, meaning-making, and responsivity.  

These interventions must be efficient, cost-effective, and feasible to deliver around the time of 

birth to have maximum utility for providers and families.  The Mother’s Assessment of the 

Behavior of Her Infant (MABI; Field, Dempsey, Hallock, & Schuman, 1978), a simplified 

version of the NBAS (Brazelton & Nugent, 1995, 2011) for mothers to use with their infants, for 

example, has been found to impart some benefits to infants of depressed mothers (Hart, Field, & 

Nearing, 1998).  The MABI, however, primarily serves as an assessment tool.  In contrast, the 

NBO (Nugent et al., 2007) offers a means for using the infant’s behavior as vehicle for 

improving the infant-parent relationship and building maternal competence and confidence. 

The Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) System 

Based on over twenty-five years of research and clinical work with the Neonatal 

Behavioral Assessment Scale (NBAS; Brazelton & Nugent, 1995; 2011), and in an effort to 

extend its clinical application, Nugent, Keefer, Minear, Johnson, and Blanchard (2007) 

developed the Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) system.  The NBO provides clinicians 

with a short, flexible, cost-effective scale designed to sensitize mothers to their infant’s 

competencies, to promote positive interactions between mothers and their new infant, and thus to 

contribute to the development of a positive mother–infant relationship.   

The NBO consists of 18 neurobehavioral observations (see Figure 1), which yield a 

profile of the infant’s behavioral repertoire along four dimensions—autonomic, motor, state 

organization and attentional-interactional.  It takes approximately 8-10 minutes to administer and 

is appropriate for use with infants from birth to three months in hospital, outpatient, or home 
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settings.  Items include observations of the infant in sleep, awake, and crying states, and the 

overall quality of the infant’s state regulation.  Specifically, the NBO yields information on the 

baby’s capacity to habituate, reflexes such as rooting and sucking, motor behavior, the infant’s 

communication cues, threshold for stimulation, signs of autonomic stress, amount of crying and 

capacity for consolability, and quality of visual and auditory responsivity and social interactive 

behavior. 

The NBO session begins with the administration of light and sound stimuli to observe the 

infant’s capacity for habituation. The clinician then elicits motor behaviors such as hand-grasp, 

sucking and rooting and crawling reflexes, motor tone and activity level, followed by 

observations of the infant’s capacity to respond to animate and inanimate visual and auditory 

stimuli.  If the infant cries, the amount of crying and the ease or difficulty of consolability is 

recorded, while the infant’s overall state regulation and response to stress is examined.  Since the 

NBO is an interactive tool, the mother’s own observations are integrated into the session, and 

mothers are invited to elicit infant behaviors.  For example, the clinician asks mothers to elicit 

the baby’s response to their voice, or to identify the best way to soothe the infant when upset.  

The goal of the NBO is to create an individualized profile of the infant’s behavior so that the 

clinician and mothers can discuss the implications of the baby’s responses for the management of 

sleep, feeding, crying, in addition to identifying the kind of interaction that is best suited to the 

infant’s behavioral threshold and style.   The clinician maintains a collaborative stance towards 

the mothers throughout the session and ends with the clinician and mothers developing a joint 

infant caregiving plan by identifying techniques most likely to foster positive mother-infant 

interaction.   

 The NBO is associated with enhanced mother-infant engagement in first time mothers 
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(Sanders & Buckner, 2006) mother’s positive perceptions of their interactions with their high-

risk infants in Early Intervention settings (McManus & Nugent, 2012) positive changes in 

pediatric residents’ interactions with mothers (McQuiston, Kloczko, Johnson, O’Brien, & 

Nugent, 2006) and higher perceived confidence among service providers in working with low- 

and high-risk newborns and their families (McManus & Nugent, 2011). Prior to this study, 

however, the NBO has never been tested as an intervention to reduce PPD symptoms.  Given 

prior evidence that mothers’ perceptions of their infants is linked to maternal mental health 

(Field et al., 1985; Leerkes & Crockenberg, 2003; McGrath, Records, & Rice, 2008; Nugent & 

Blanchard, 2005), it is plausible that a relationship-enriching intervention, such as the NBO, 

when administered during an optimal moment to support parent-child bonding—the postpartum 

period (Nugent & Blanchard, 2005)—might improve mothers’ assessments of their infants and 

of their parental efficacy, in turn enhancing maternal mood. 

The Present Study 

This pilot study explores the impact of the NBO on maternal depressive symptoms during 

the postnatal period.  Because the NBO focuses on the infant and his or her communication 

patterns, we hypothesized that the tool would positively influence the quality of mothers’ 

interactions with their infants and enhance a mother’s own sense of competence in recognizing 

her infant’s communication cues and meeting her infant’s needs, ultimately improving maternal 

mood and decreasing depressive symptoms.  Specifically, we predicted that administration of the 

NBO at a mother’s hospital bedside following birth, and again at home one month later, would 

be associated with a lower incidence of clinically significant PPD symptoms among intervention 

mothers in the intervention group compared to mothers in the control group. 

Methods 
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Sample and Procedures 

Participants were recruited December - January 2001 from postpartum units of two New 

England hospitals, a large urban teaching hospital averaging 4,250 births per year, and a 

community hospital averaging 500 births per year.  Researchers contacted the nurse-in-charge of 

the postpartum unit twice-weekly to identify eligible mothers: first-time parent cohabitating with 

the father of the baby, vaginal delivery of an infant between 36 and 42 weeks gestational age, 

Apgar scores not less than 7 (at 5 and 15 minutes), no congenital anomalies, and no use of 

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.  Mothers were excluded if their infant had been circumcised that 

day or if they lived far from the hospital.  A total of 139 mothers were eligible during the course 

of the study; 112 gave consent and were enrolled.  Reasons for declining related to 

inconvenience of study participation on the day of delivery.  A coin toss was used to randomly 

allocate mothers to the intervention group (n = 57) and control group (n = 55).  

 Control group mothers received the routine hospital care and a short attention-control 

home visit to administer the EPDS.  Intervention group mothers received routine care plus the 

NBO in the hospital at mothers’ bedside within two days post-delivery, and again at a one-month 

postpartum home visit.  Mothers completed study questionnaires during the home visit.  One of 

four clinicians administered the NBO—three psychologists and one nurse; each completed 

training and certification in reliably administrating the NBO.  After meeting mothers and 

describing session goals, the clinician administered the 18 neurobehavioral items, assigning a 

value from one to three for each item (see Figure 1).  Throughout each session, the clinician 

encouraged mothers to consider the knowledge they possessed about their infants and to make 

further observations and predictions as they reviewed the infant’s responses in the 18 

neurobehavioral areas.  This process shaped the clinician’s anticipatory guidance for future 
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caregiving.  Session length varied from 12 to 25 minutes, depending on the baby’s state behavior 

and social availability.  All study procedures were approved by the participating Institutional 

Review Boards. 

Of 118 mothers enrolled in the study, 108 completed a home visit (39 from the 

community hospital, 69 from the urban teaching hospital). Ten mothers (three intervention, 

seven control) could not be located for the home visit and four mothers were excluded from the 

study due to missing EPDS scores (1 intervention/1 control) and missing data on mother’s 

education (1 intervention/1 control), resulting in a total study sample of 104 mothers.   

Depression symptom scores were similar between hospitals (community hospital 6.3 ± 

4.1, urban hospital 5.7 ± 3.8; p = 0.43; see Measures for description of tool).  Demographic 

characteristics of mothers and infants were generally comparable between intervention and 

control groups (Table 1), except for baby’s gender and mother’s educational level.  The control 

group had a higher proportion of boys than the intervention group (59% versus 33%, p < 0.01 

Pearson’s χ2 test) and a higher proportion of mothers with college or higher education (64% 

versus 37%, p < 0.01 Pearson’s χ2 test). 

Measures 

Maternal and infant demographic information.  Demographic information on infants 

and their mothers (maternal age, maternal education, mode of delivery, feeding, baby gender) 

were obtained from hospital records.  

Postpartum Depression (PPD).  The Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS; 

Cox, Holden, & Sagovsky, 1987), which is among the mostly widely used screening tools for 

depression, was administered to all mothers at the one-month home visit to assess maternal 

depressive symptom level.  This 10-item self-report questionnaire assesses symptoms during the 
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previous week and includes questions concerning mood, anxiety and suicidal ideation.  To 

calculate a total score (0 to 30), we summed the 10 responses (each on a 0-3 continuum).  Using 

a threshold of 12, Cox et al. (1987) reported a sensitivity of 86% in identifying major postnatal 

depression and Harris, Thomas, Johns, & Fung (1989) reported a sensitivity of 95%.  Murray and 

Carothers (1990) reported a threshold score of 12.5 and correctly identified over 80% of mothers 

with major depression and 50% with minor depression. Based on previous studies on PPD 

(Felice, Saliba, Grech, & Cox, 2004; Guedeney, Fermanian, Guelfi, & Kumar, 2000; Morris-

Rush, Freda, & Bernstein, 2003), we used an EPDS score of >12 to indicate elevated depressive 

symptomatology warranting professional attention.  

Statistical Analyses 

 We used two-sample t-tests, Pearson’s χ2 tests and Fisher’s exact tests to determine 

differences in demographic variables between the two groups.  Fisher’s exact test compared the 

proportion of mothers with elevated depressive symptomatology (EPDS > 12), including 95% 

confidence intervals (CIs) for odds ratios (ORs).  We performed multiple logistic regression to 

examine the effect of the NBO on PPD, adjusting for hospital, infant gender, and mother’s 

education.  To check the applicability of the asymptotic results for the moderate sample size, we 

performed robust stratified analyses (stratified by all covariates adjusted in the multiple logistic 

regression) and calculated the corresponding ORs and CIs.   

  Sample size was determined by the number of mothers that could be recruited for the 

duration of the study.  Assuming 60 mothers per group and 15%PPD in the control group, a two-

sided Fisher’s exact test with 5% significance level would have 48% power to detect an 

intervention-to-control OR of 0.2, which corresponds to 3% PPD (or 80% reduction) in the 

intervention group.  All analyses were performed with SAS 9.2 (SAS Institute, Cary, NC), 
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except stratified analyses, which were performed with STATXACT-6 (Cytel Studio, Cambridge, 

MA).  The alpha was set to p < .05 for all analyses.  

Results 

 Ten (9%) mothers had elevated PPD scores (EPDS > 12) at the one-month home visit.  

Significantly fewer mothers had elevated depression scores in the intervention group (OR = 0.20, 

95% CI = 0.02 - 1.11; p = 0.05, Table 2).  After adjusting for hospital, infant’s gender, and 

mother’s education, the adjusted OR for elevated postpartum depressive symptoms was 0.24 

(95% CI = 0.04 - 1.32; p = 0.07, Table 3), similar to the crude OR, suggesting that the use of 

NBO was associated with a reduction in the risk of major depression by over 75% during the 

first month after birth.  These results were comparable to those obtained in the more robust 

stratified analysis (OR = 0.25; 95% CI = 0.02 - 1.50; p = 0.15).  Baby’s gender, mother’s 

education, and hospital were not significantly associated with depression.  The unadjusted R of 

the association between intervention and elevated depressive symptoms was 0.23 (95% CI = 0.05 

- 1.14; p = 0.09); 4% of mothers in the intervention group and 16% of mothers in the control 

group reported elevated depression symptoms at one month postpartum.  The adjusted OR was 

0.26 (95% CI = 0.05 - 1.41; p = 0.09). 

Discussion 

 This study represents the first clinical trial assessing the effect of the Newborn 

Behavioral Observations (NBO) system on postpartum depressive symptomatology in first-time 

mothers.  It also extends our previous work using the Neonatal Behavioral Assessment Scale 

(Brazelton & Nugent, 1995; 2011; Nugent & Brazelton, 2000; Nugent, 1985, 2010) and the work 

of others’ using individualized family-centered approaches (Als et al., 2003; Browne & Talmi, 

2005) with high-risk newborns.  Because short-term interactional difficulties are associated with 
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long-term consequences for children (Murray, Cooper, Wilson, & Romaniuk, 2003; Singer et al., 

2003; Milgrom, Westley, Gemmill, 2004) the NBO was administered at a formative moment in 

the development of mother-infant relationship and at a time when mothers may be at significant 

risk for depression (Murray & Cooper, 1997).  We predicted that the NBO would enhance 

mother’s sense of competence by increasing their knowledge of their infants and how to respond 

to and interact with them, by improving their perceptions of their babies, and by supporting the 

mother’s efforts to read her baby’s cues and engage in mutually rewarding interactions, in turn 

decreasing PPD symptoms.  Our findings are in line with previous research showing an 

association between mothers’ mental health and the quality of interactions with and perceptions 

of their infants (Field et al., 1985; Leerkes & Crockenberg, 2003), offering potential support for 

this theory.  While the results of this study are preliminary, they do suggest that the NBO was 

related to lower depressive symptomatology among intervention mothers. 

 For several reasons, findings from this study must be interpreted with caution.  First, we 

lacked a baseline assessment of PPD symptoms.  This decision was made in light of Cox and 

colleagues’ assertion that up to 75% of new mothers undergo “baby blues” immediate 

postpartum (transient emotional disturbance) (Cox, Holden, & Sagovsky, 1987; Misra, Guyer, & 

Allston, 2003) a condition qualitatively different from PPD, which has more potential to harm to 

both mother and baby.  Second, the study sample size was small, limited by the number of 

families that could be recruited at two hospitals during the study period.  We did not expect to 

have substantial power to detect the NBO’s impact on PPD, but rather to provide an estimate of 

effect size for future research.  Third, the intervention and control groups differed for baby’s 

gender and mother’s education, with control mothers having higher education levels.  However, 

risk of PPD was consistently lower in the intervention group whether or not we controlled for 
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these characteristics, indicating that the observed effect was unlikely to be due exclusively to 

confounding.  Finally, while mothers’ depressive symptoms were significantly lower in the 

intervention group compared to the control group, when we adjusted for hospital, gender and 

mother’s education, the difference approached but did not reach significance (p = .07).  This 

finding was not altogether surprising given the small sample size, but further investigation will 

be needed in order to make true inferences about salutogenic effects of the NBO on the mental 

health of new mothers. 

  Despite some limitations, study findings raise important issues relating to the importance 

of preventive approaches to the clinical management of PPD, especially in the light of mothers’ 

reluctance to take antidepressants while breastfeeding.  The NBO could be an effective 

intervention tool in preventing PPD in first-time mothers.  Because it is short, cost-effective and 

easily integrated routine postnatal care, the NBO could be a valuable clinical method for 

clinicians working with mothers in the newborn period.  The NBO is administered at an 

opportune time when children are particularly vulnerable to depression and mothers may be 

especially motivated to make positive changes to assure their offspring’s well-being (Misra, 

Guyer, &Allston, 2003).  Moreover, in light of the international trend to decrease postpartum 

hospital stays, the NBO has a particular advantage in that it can be administered within a day or 

two of a child’s birth.  Further research to replicate these results, to determine whether positive 

effects hold up over time, and to explore underlying mechanisms of the NBO’s effect on PPD 

will be important to establishing the NBO’s effectiveness in reducing PPD systems.  In addition, 

study of the NBO and its impact on other primary caregivers (e.g., fathers) and the family as a 

whole, would be useful for understanding whether it has the potential to impact an infant’s entire 

caregiving system. 



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         16 

References 

Als, H., Gilkerson, L., Duffy, F. H., McAnulty, G. B., Buehler, D. M., Vandenberg, K., . . .  

 Jones, K. J. (2003). A three-center, randomized, controlled trial of individualized 

 developmental care for very low birth weight preterm infants: medical, 

 neurodevelopmental, parenting, and caregiving effects. Journal of Developmental and 

 Behavioral Pediatrics, 24, 399–408. 

Austin, M. P. (2004). Antenatal screening and early intervention for ‘perinatal’distress,  

 depression and anxiety: Where to from here? Archives of Women’s Mental Health, 7, 1-6. 

Ballestrem, C. L., Strauss, M., & Kaechele, H. (2005). Contribution to the epidemiology of  

 postnatal depression in Germany—implications for the utilization of treatment. Archives 

 of Women’s Mental Health, 8, 29-35. 

Batenburg-Eddes, T. V. (2013). Parental depressive and anxiety symptoms during pregnancy and  

 attention problems in children: a cross-cohort consistency study. Journal of Child 

 Psychology and Psychiatry, 54(5), 591-600. 

Beeghly, M., Brazelton. T. B., Flannery, K. A., Nugent, J. K., Barrett, D. E., & Tronick, E. Z.  

 (1995). Specificity of preventative pediatric intervention effects in early infancy.  

 Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 16, 158-166. 

Beeghly, M., Weinberg, M. K., Olson, K. L., Kernan, H., Riley, J., & Tronick, E. Z. (2002).  

 Stability and change in level of maternal depressive symptomatology during the first 

 postpartum year. Journal of Affective Disorders, 71, 169–180. 

Brazelton, T. B., & Nugent, J. K.  (1995). The Neonatal Behavioural Assessment Scale, 3rd  

 Edition. London: MacKeith Press. 

Brazelton, T. B., & Nugent, J. K.  (2011). The Neonatal Behavioural Assessment Scale, 4th  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         17 

 Edition. London: MacKeith Press. 

Brennan, P. A., Hammen, C., Andersen, M. J., Bor, W., Najman, J. M., & Williams, G. M.  

 (2000). Chronicity, severity, and timing of maternal depressive symptoms: relationships 

 with child outcomes at age 5. Developmental Psychology, 36, 759-766. 

Brennan, P. A., Hammen, C., Katz, A. R., &Le Brocque, R. M. (2002). Maternal depression,  

 paternal psychopathology, and adolescent diagnostic outcomes. Journal of Consulting 

 and Clinical Psychology, 70, 1075-1085. 

Brennan, P. A., Pargas, R., Walker, E. F., Green, P., Newport, D. J., Stowe, Z. (2008). Maternal  

 depression and infant cortisol: influences of timing, comorbidity and treatment. Journal 

 of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 49(10), 1099-1107. 

Brockington, I. (2004) Postpartum psychiatric disorders. Lancet, 363, 303– 310. 

Browne, J. V., & Talmi, A. (2005). A family-based intervention to enhance infant-parent  

 relationship in the neonatal intensive care unit. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 30, 667–

 677. 

Bureau, J-F., Easterbrooks, A., & Lyons-Ruth, K. (2009). Attachment disorganization and role- 

 reversal in middle childhood: Maternal and child precursors and correlates. Attachment 

 and Human Development, 11(3), 1–20. 

Campbell, S. B., Brownell, C. A., Hungerford, A., Spieker, A. J., Mohan, R., & Blessing, J. S.  

 (2004). The course of maternal depressive symptoms and maternal sensitivity as 

 predictors of attachment security at 36 months. Development and Psychopathology,  

 16(2), 231–252. 

Carter, F. A., Carter, J. D., Luty, S. E., Wilson, D., Frampton, C. M., & Joyce, P. R. (2005).  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         18 

 Screening and treatment for depression during pregnancy: a cautionary note. Australian 

 and New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry, 39(4), 255-261. 

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University (2009). Maternal depression can  

 undermine the development of young children: Working paper no. 8. Retrieved May 1, 

 2013 from http://www.developingchild.harvard.edu.  

Chabrol, H., Walburg, V., Teissedre, F., Armitage, J., & Santrisse, K. (2004). Influence of  

 mother's perceptions on the choice to breastfeed or bottle-feed: Perceptions and feeding 

 choice. Journal of Reproductive & Infant Psychology, 22, 189–198. 

Chapin, L. A., & Altenhofen, S. (2010). Neurocognitive perspectives in language outcomes of  

 Early Head Start: Language and cognitive stimulation and maternal depression. Infant 

 Mental Health Journal, 31(5), 486-498. 

Connell, A. M., & Goodman, S. H. (2002). The association between psychopathology in fathers  

 versus mothers and children’s internalizing and externalizing behavior problems: A meta-

 analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 128, 746-73. 

Conron, K. J., Beardslee, W., Koenen, K. C, Buka, S. L., & Gortmaker, S. L. (2009). A  

 longitudinal study of maternal depression and child maltreatment in a national sample of 

 families investigated by child protective services. Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent 

 Medicine, 163(10), 922-30. 

Cooper, P. J., Murray, L., Wilson, A., & Romaniuk, H. (2003). Controlled trial of the short- and  

 long-term effect of psychological treatment of post-partum depression. I. Impact on 

 maternal mood. British Journal of Psychiatry, 182(5), 412-419. 

Cox, J. L., Holden, J. M., & Sagovsky, R. (1987). Detection of postnatal depression.  

 Development of the 10-item Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale. British Journal of  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         19 

 Psychiatry,150, 782-786. 

Dennis, C. L. (2004). Can we identify mothers at risk for postpartum depression in the  

 immediate postpartum period using the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale? Journal 

 of Affective Disorders, 78, 163–169. 

Dennis, C. L. (2005) Psychosocial and psychological interventions for prevention of postnatal  

 depression: systematic review. BMJ, 331, 15. 

Diego, M., Field, T., Cullen, C., Hernandez-Reif, M., Schanberg, S., & Kuhn, C.  

 (2004). Prepartum, postpartum and chronic depression effects on newborns. Psychiatry, 

 67, 63-80. 

Downey, G., & Coyne, J. C. (1990). Children of depressed parents: an integrative review.  

 Psychological Bulletin, 108, 50–76. 

Felice, E., Saliba, J., Grech, V., & Cox, J. (2004). Prevalence rates and psychosocial  

 characteristics associated with depression in pregnancy and postpartum in Maltese 

 women. Journal of Affective Disorders, 82(2), 297-301. 

Field, T. (1992). Infants of depressed mothers. Development and Psychopathology, 4, 49–66. 

Field, T., Dempsey, J., Hallock, N., & Schuman, H. (1978). The mother's assessment of the  

 behavior of her infant. Infant Behavior and Development, 1, 156-167. 

Field, T., Hernandez-Reif, M., & Freedman, J. (2004). Stimulation programs for preterm  

 infants.  Social Policy Report, 18(1), 1-19. 

Field, T., Sandberg, D., Garcia, R., Vega-Lahr, N., Goldstein, S., & Guy, L. (1985). Pregnancy  

 problems, postpartum depression, and early mother-infant interactions. Developmental  

 Psychology, 21(6), 1152–1156. 

Forman, D. R., O'Hara, M. W., Stuart, S., Gorman, L. L., Larsen, K. E., & Coy, K.C. (2007).  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         20 

 Effective treatment for postpartum depression is not sufficient to improve the developing 

 mother-child relationship. Development and Psychopathology, 19(2), 585-602. 

Goodman, S. H., Rouse, M. H., Connell, A. M., Broth, M. R., Hall, C. M., & Heyward, D.  

 (2011). Maternal depression and child psychopathology: A meta-analytic review. Clinical 

 Child and Family Psychology Review, 14, 1-27. 

Goodwin, R. D., Wickramaratne, P., Nomura, Y., & Weissman, M. M. (2007). Familial  

 depression and respiratory illness in children. Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent  

 Medicine, 161(5), 487-494. 

Guedeney, N., Fermanian, J., Guelfi, J. D., & Kumar, R. C. (2000). The Edinburgh Postnatal  

 Depression Scale (EPDS) and the detection of major depressive disorders in early 

 postpartum: some concerns about false negatives. Journal of Affective Disorders, 61, 

 107-112. 

Halligan, S. L., Murray, L., Martins, C., & Cooper, P. J. (2007). Maternal depression and  

 psychiatric outcomes in adolescent offspring: A13-year longitudinal study. Journal of 

 Affective Disorders, 97(1-3), 145-154. 

Harris, B., Huckle, P., Thomas, R., Johns, S., & Fung, H. (1989). The use of rating scales to  

 identify postnatal depression. British Journal of Psychiatry, 154, 813-817. 

Hart, S. Nearing, G., & Field, T. (1998). Depressed mothers’ neonates improve following the  

 MABI and a Brazelton demonstration. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 23(6), 351-356. 

Hay, D. F., Pawlby, S., Angold, A., Harold, G. T., & Sharp, D. (2003). Pathways to violence in  

 the children of mothers who were depressed postpartum. Developmental Psychology, 39,  

 1083–1094. 

Hay, D. F., Pawlby, S., Sharp, D., Asten, P., Mills, A., & Kumar, R. (2001). Intellectual  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         21 

 problems shown by11-year-old children whose mothers had postnatal depression. Journal 

 of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 42, 871–889. 

Hay, D. F., Pawlby, S., Waters, C. S., & Sharp, D. (2008). Antepartum and postpartum exposure  

 to maternal depression: Different effects on different adolescent outcomes. Journal of 

 Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 49(10), 1079–1088. 

Hernandez-Reif, M., Field, T., Diego, M., & Ruddock, M. (2006). Greater arousal and lesser  

 attention by neonates of depressed versus non-depressed mothers on the Brazelton 

 Neonatal Assessment Scale. Infant Behavior and Development, 29,594-598. 

Hendrick, V. (2003). Treatment of postnatal depression. BMJ, 327, 1003-1004. 

Laurent, H. K., & Ablow, J. C. (2012). A cry in the dark: depressed mothers show reduced  

 neural activation to their own infant’s cry. Social, Cognitive, and Affective Neuroscience, 

 7(2), 125–134. 

Laurent, H. K., Leve, L. D., Neiderhiser, J. M., Natsuaki, M. N., Shaw, D. S., Fisher, P. A., . . .  

 Reiss, D. (2013). Effects of parental depressive symptoms on child adjustment moderated 

 by hypothalamic pituitary adrenal activity: Within- and between-family risk. Child 

 Development, 84, 528-42.  

Leerkes, E., & Crockenberg, S. (2003). The impact of maternal characteristics and sensitivity on  

 the concordance between maternal reports and laboratory observations of infant negative 

 emotionality. Infancy, 4(4), 517–539. 

Lyons-Ruth K., Wolfe, R., & Lyubchik, A. (2000). Depression and the parenting of young  

 children: Making the case for early preventive mental health services. Harvard Review of 

 Psychiatry, 8, 148-153. 

Malik, N. M., Boris, N. W., Heller, S. S., Harden, B. J., Squires, J., Chazen-Cohen, R., . . .  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         22 

 Kaczynski, K. J. (2007). Risk for maternal depression and child aggression in Early Head 

 Start families: A test of ecological models. Infant Mental Health Journal, 28, 171–191. 

McGrath, J. M., Records, K., & Rice, M. (2008). Maternal depression and infant temperament  

 characteristics. Infant Behavior and Development, 31(1), 71–80. 

McManus, B., & Nugent, J. K. (2011). Feasibility study of early intervention provider  

 confidence following a neurobehavioural intervention for high-risk newborns. Journal of 

 Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 29(4), 395-403. 

McManus, M. N., & Nugent, J. K. (2012). A neurobehavioral intervention incorporated into a  

 state early intervention program is associated with higher perceived quality of care 

 among parents of high-risk newborns. Journal of Behavioral Health Services and 

 Research, 29(4), 395-403. 

McQuiston, S., Kloczko, N., Johnson, L., O’Brien, S. O., & Nugent, J. K. (2006). Training  

 pediatric residents in the Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) system: A follow-up 

 study. Ab Initio International. Retrieved January 10, 2014 from http://www.brazelton- 

 institute.com/abinitio2006summer/art0.html 

Mertesaker, B., Bade, U., & Kowalenko, N. (2004). Predicting maternal reactivity/sensitivity: the  

 role of infant emotionality, maternal depressiveness/anxiety and social support. Infant 

 Mental Health Journal, 25, 47-61. 

Milgrom, J., & Beatrice, G. (2003). Coping with the stress of motherhood: Cognitive and defense  

 style of women with postnatal depression. Stress Health, 19, 281–287. 

Milgrom, J., Westley, D., & Gemmill, A. W. (2004). The mediating role of maternal  

 responsiveness in some longer-term effects of postnatal depression on infant 

 development. Infant Behavior and Development, 27, 443–454. 

http://www.brazelton-/


 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         23 

Misra, D. P., Guyer, B., & Allston, A. (2003). Integrated perinatal health framework: a multiple  

 determinants model with a life span approach. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 

 25(1), 65-75. 

Morris-Rush, J. K., Freda, M. C., & Bernstein, P. S. (2003). Screening for postpartum depression  

 in an inner-city population. American Journal Obstetrics and Gynecology, 188(5), 1217-

 1219. 

Murray, L., & Carothers, A. D. (1990). The validation of the Edinburgh Post-natal Depression  

 Scale on a community sample. British Journal of Psychiatry, 157, 288-290. 

Murray, L., & Cooper, P. (1997). Effects of postnatal depression on infant development.  

 Archives of Disease in Childhood, 77, 99-101. 

Murray, L., Cooper, P., Wilson, A., & Romaniuk, H. (2003). Controlled trial of the short-and  

 long-term effect of psychological treatment of post-partum depression 2. Impact on the 

 mother-child relationship and child outcome. British Journal of Psychiatry, 82, 420–427. 

Musser, E. D., Ablow, J. C., & Measelle, J. R. (2012). Predicting maternal sensitivity: the roles  

 of postnatal depression and respiratory sinus arrhythmia. Infant Mental Health, 34, 350-

 359. 

National Research Council and Institute of Medicine (2009). Depression in parents, parenting  

 and children: Opportunities to improve identification, treatment, and prevention efforts. 

 Washington, D.C.: The National Academies Press. 

Nugent, J. K. (1985). Using the NBAS with Infants and Their Families: Guidelines for  

 Intervention. White Plains, NY: March of Dimes Birth Defects Foundation. 

Nugent, J. K. (2010). The development of the NBAS: a turning point in understanding the  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         24 

 newborn. In B. Lester, & J. Sparrow (Eds.), Nurturing children and families: Building on 

 the legacy of T. Berry Brazelton (pp. 42-52). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Nugent, J.K., & Blanchard, Y. (2005). Prematurity and the impact of the caregiving  

 environment. Newborn behavior and development: Implications for health care 

 professionals. In J. F. Travers & K. Thies (Eds.), The handbook of human development  

 for health care professionals. Sudbury, MA: Jones & Bartlett Publishers. 

Nugent, J. K., & Brazelton, T. B. (2000). Preventive mental health: Uses of the Brazelton Scale.  

 In J. Osofsky & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), WAIMH handbook of infant mental health, vol. 2 

 (pp. 159-202). New York: Wiley. 

Nugent, J. K., & Keefer, C. H., Minear, S., Johnson, L., & Blanchard, Y. (2007). Understanding  

 newborn behavior and early relationships: The Newborn Behavioral Observations 

 (NBO) system handbook. Baltimore, MD: Brookes. 

Nylen, K. J., Moran, T. E., Franklin, C. L., O'Hara, M. W. (2006). Maternal depression: A  

 review of relevant treatment approaches for mothers and infants. Infant Mental Health 

 Journal, 27(4), 327-343. 

Ogrodniczuk, J. S. & Piper, W. E. ( 2003 ) Preventing postnatal depression: a review of research  

 findings. Harvard Review of Psychiatry, 11, 291– 307. 

O’Hara, M. W., Gorman, L. L., & Wenzel, L. (2000). Efficacy of interpersonal psychotherapy  

 for postpartum depression. Archives of General Psychiatry, 57(11),1039-1045. 

Paris, R., Bolton, R., & Spielman, E. (2011). Evaluating a home-based dyadic intervention:  

 Changes in postpartum depression, maternal perceptions, and mother-infant interactions. 

 Infant Mental Health Journal, 32(3), 310-338. 

Rafferty, Y., Griffin, K., & Robokos, D. (2010). Maternal depression and parental distress  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         25 

 among families in the Early Head Start research and evaluation project: risk factors with 

 the family setting. Infant Mental Health Journal, 31, 543-569. 

Sanders, L. W., & Buckner, E. B. (2006). The Newborn Behavioral Observations system as a  

 nursing intervention to enhance engagement in first-time mothers: Feasibility and 

 desirability. Pediatric Nursing, 32(5), 455-459. 

Seyfried, L. S., & Marcus, S. M. (2003). Postpartum mood disorders. International Review of  

 Psychiatry, 15(3), 231-242.  

Singer, L. T., Fulton, S., Davillier, M., Koshy, D., Salvator, A., & Baley, J. E. (2003). Effects of 

 infant risk status and maternal psychological distress on maternal-infant interactions 

 during the first year of life. Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 24, 

 233-241. 

Stevens, J., Ammerman, R. T., Putnam, F. W., & Van Ginkel, J. B. (2002). Depression and  

 trauma history in first-time mothers receiving home visitation. Journal of Community 

 Psychology, 30, 551–564. 

Stuart, S., & O'Hara, M. W. (1995). Treatment of postpartum depression with interpersonal  

 psychotherapy. Archives of General Psychiatry, 52(1), 75-76. 

Tronick, E., & Reck, C. (2009). Infants of depressed mothers. Harvard Review of Psychiatry,  

 17(2), 147-156. 

Van Doesum, K. T. M., Hosman, C. M. H., & Riksen-Walraven, J. M. (2005). A model-based  

 intervention for depressed mothers and their infants. Infant Mental Health Journal, 

 26(2),157-176. 

Vesga-Lopez, O., Blanco, C., Keyes, K., Olfson, M., Grant, B. F., & Hasin, D. S. (2008).  



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         26 

 Psychiatric disorders in pregnant and postpartum women in the United States. Archives of 

 General Psychiatry, 65(7), 805-815. 

Weinberg, K., & Tronick, E. Z. (1998). The impact of maternal psychiatric illness on infant  

 development. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, 59, 53–61. 

Wisner, K. L., Sit, D. K., McShea, M. C., Rizzo, D. M., Zoretich, R. A., Hughes, C. L., . . .  

 Hanusa, B. H. (2013). Onset timing, thoughts of self-harm, and diagnoses in postpartum 

 women with screen-positive depression findings. JAMA Psychiatry, 70, 490-498. 



 Infant-focused Postpartum Depression Intervention         27 

Table 1 

Demographic characteristics by treatment group. 

  Control 
(n = 51) 

Intervention 
(n = 55) 

p-value* 

    
Mother’s age, Mean (SD) 27 ± 6 29 ± 7 0.18 

Mother’s education, n (%)†     <0.01 

High school or lower degree 19 (36) 35 (63)   

College or higher degree 32 (64) 20 (37)   

Baby’s gender, n (%)     < 0.01 

Boys 30 (59) 18 (33)   

Girls 21 (41) 37 (67)   

Feeding, n (%)       

Bottle 11 (22) 14 (25) 0.77 

Breast 37 (73) 36 (65)   

Both 3 (6) 5 (9)   

Mode of delivery, n (%)     0.96 

C-section 10 (20) 11 (20)   

Vaginal 41 (80) 44 (80)   

Hospital, n (%)     0.19 

1 (urban) 22 (43) 17 (31)   

2 (community) 29 (57) 38 (69)   

Clinician, n (%)     <0.01 

1 7 (14) 6 (11)   

2 41 (80) 28 (51)   
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3 0 (0) 19 (35)   

4 3 (6) 2 (4)   

    
* Based on two-sample t-tests for continuous variables and Pearson’s χ2 test for categorical 

variables, except for Clinician and Feeding where Fisher’s exact test was used. 

† Mother’s education was not available for two mothers (1 intervention / 1 control). 
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Table 2 

Postpartum depression and EPDS score by group*. 

  Control 

(n = 51) 

Intervention 

(n = 55) 

p-value† 

    
Depression (EPDS > 12), n (%) 8 (16) 2 (4) 0.05 

EPDS score, Mean ± SD 6.5 ± 4.3 5.4 ± 3.5 0.14 

  

* Based on 106 subjects. Two subjects (1 intervention/1 control) were excluded due to missing 

EPDS scores. 

† Based on Fisher exact test for postpartum depression and two-sample t-test for EPDS score. 
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Table 3 

Logistic regression predicting postpartum maternal depression (EPDS > 12) for intervention and 

control groups, controlling for demographic variables (n = 104)* 

 
Covariate 

 
OR 

 
95% CI 

 
p-value† 

 
 
Treatment 
 

      

Control 1.00 -- -- 

Intervention 0.24  (0.04 − 1.32) 0.07 

Hospital       

1 (urban) 1.00 -- -- 

2 (community) 0.71 (0.18 − 2.76) 0.62 

Baby’s gender       

Girls 1.00 -- -- 

Boys 0.97 (0.24 − 3.87) 0.96 

Mother’s education       

High school or lower degree 1.00 -- -- 

College or higher degree 1.74 (0.39 − 7.74) 0.49 
 

 
* Four subjects were excluded from the analysis due to missing EPDS. 

† Based on likelihood ratio tests. 
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Figure 1. Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) system 
 
 

Newborn Behavioral Observations (NBO) system 
 

(Nugent, Keefer, O’Brien, Johnson & Blanchard, 2005) 
 

 
Practitioner’s name______________________________ Date____/____/______  
 
Setting_________________ 
 
Baby’s name__________________________ Gender_______  
 
Date of Birth____/____/______ Weight____________ 
 
Gestational Age_________ APGAR_______ Parity________  
 
Type of Feeding_________________________ 
 
 

BEHAVIOR OBSERVATION RECORD 
      3                       2                   1 

ANTICIPATORY 
GUIDANCE 

1. Habituation to light 
Habituates 

with ease      some difficulty     great  
                                                 difficulty 

___Sleep regulation 

2. Habituation to sound 
Habituates 

with ease       some difficulty    great                 
                                                 difficulty 

___Sleep regulation 

3. Tone: Arms and Legs      3                          2                           1 
strong              fairly strong            weak ___Tone 

4. Rooting strong              fairly strong            weak ___Feeding 
5. Sucking strong              fairly strong            weak ___Feeding 
6. Hand grasp strong              fairly strong            weak ___Strength/ Contact 
7. Shoulder and neck tone strong              fairly strong            weak ___Robustness 
8. Crawl strong              fairly strong            weak ___Sleep positioning 

9. Response to face and voice 
            3                      2                    1 
 very responsive   moderate         not  
                                               responsive ___Social interaction 

10. Visual response (to face)  very responsive   moderate         not  
                                               responsive ___Social readiness 

11. Orientation to voice  very responsive   moderate         not  
                                               responsive ___Voice recognition 
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12. Orientation to sound  very responsive   moderate         not  
                                               responsive 

___Hearing & 
attention 

13. Visual Tracking  very responsive   moderate         not  
                                               responsive ___Vision/stimulation 

14. Crying        3                        2                          1 
very little      moderate amount        a lot 

___Crying 

15. Soothability easily consoled    moderate         with  
                                                 difficulty 

___Soothability 

16. State regulation 
          3                     2                         1 
well-organized    moderate          not  
                                                organized 

___Temperament 

17. Response to stress:  
      color, tremors, startles 

well-organized    moderate       very 
stressed 

___Stimulation 

threshold 

18. Activity level well modulated    mixed         very high/  
                                                 very low  

___Need for support 

Behavioral Profile (Strengths and Challenges) 
 
Anticipatory Guidance (Key Points) 
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