Emotional Wellbeing for
new parents in the workplace
A resource for employers, managers and employees

Perinatal anxiety and depression affects around
1 in 6 new mothers and 1 in 10 new fathers.1

Emotional Wellbeing in
the perinatal period
The perinatal period refers to pregnancy and the first year of parenthood. During this time
parents will experience a range of different feelings and emotions. A baby can bring great joy,
but some parents may feel overwhelmed and become anxious or depressed.

What is perinatal anxiety and depression?
A mother or father may be suffering from perinatal anxiety and depression if they are
experiencing strong emotions which are impacting negatively on their ability to function as
usual and this has lasted for two weeks or more. This is accompanied by a lack of enjoyment
or pleasure in life and an inability to plan for the future.

How common is perinatal anxiety and depression?
Perinatal anxiety and depression affects around 1 in 6 new mothers and 1 in 10 new fathers.1
Nearly 100,000 people will suffer perinatal anxiety and depression in Australia each year.2

What causes perinatal anxiety and depression?
Perinatal anxiety and depression is the result of biological, psychological and social factors.
Perinatal anxiety and depression can strike anyone: first-time parents, experienced parents,
older parents, younger parents, and parents from all socioeconomic backgrounds and cultures.
Risk factors include:
•

limited social support from partner / family / friends

•

high achieving / perfectionist personality

•

older parents

•

stress related to paid work / finances / a recent move or renovation

•

previous trauma including physical / emotional / sexual abuse

•

issues relating to the pregnancy and birth including IVF and adoption

•

history of drug or alcohol abuse

•

history of mental health problems

Is perinatal anxiety and depression treatable?
Yes — perinatal anxiety and depression is a diagnosable illness. There are a number
of recognised treatments that provide relief to those affected and parents do recover.
Early intervention, in the form of proven psychological therapies and in some cases
pharmacological therapies provide a pathway to recovery. Families who are supported in this
way are able to move on and enjoy happy and fulfilling lives. In particular, parents who are
supported during this time in the workplace have been shown to increase their productivity
and loyalty.
Untreated perinatal anxiety and depression impacts on the quality of life of mothers, fathers
and children. If left untreated, perinatal anxiety and depression can continue to have a
negative impact on the future health and wellbeing of all affected. Suicide has become one
of the leading causes of maternal death in Australia.1
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How does perinatal anxiety
and depression impact the
workplace?
Like any health condition, perinatal anxiety and depression can affect a person’s
ability to function at work.
Perinatal anxiety and depression can have a significant impact on all aspects of the
sufferer’s life. At work they may be unable to concentrate, make decisions or get
things done. They may feel out of control, extremely tired and stressed.
If not identified and treated, perinatal anxiety and depression can prove costly for
employers as it can result in higher rates of absenteeism, reduced productivity and
lower return to work rates.
A report by Deloitte (2012) found that the majority of economic costs attributable
to perinatal depression result from lost productivity in the workplace and estimated
these costs to be $310 million in 2012 for Australian businesses.2
The good news is that organisations can take action! PwC research in 2014 shows
a $2.30 average return on investment for every $1 invested in creating a mentally
healthy workplace.3
Promoting good mental health in the workplace benefits everyone; executives,
managers, employees and business owners. A well implemented plan can improve
staff morale and engagement, lower staff turnover, ensure legal and ethical
obligations are met, improve productivity and enhance business reputation.
Research commissioned by beyondblue in 2014 indicated that 9 in 10 Australian
employees believe mentally healthy workplaces are important. But only 5 in 10
employees believe their workplace is mentally healthy.4
There are both social and economic advantages in creating a workplace where
good mental health is valued. Many working parents struggle with issues around
childcare and flexibility. This is compounded during pregnancy and in the first year
after birth and affects both fathers and mothers. Adjusting to life as a new family
can be challenging and parents benefit from support.
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There are both social and economic advantages in
creating a workplace where good mental health is valued.
Many working parents struggle with issues around childcare
and flexibility. This is compounded during pregnancy and in
the first year after birth ...
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Tips for employers and
managers
While perinatal anxiety and depression can be as debilitating as a physical illness, many
sufferers will not seek help. Organisations can be proactive when supporting new parents in
the workplace.
Executives and those in leadership roles can play a critical part in implementing policies and
procedures that promote mental wellbeing in the workplace. Creativity and new thinking may
be required when balancing the needs of the workplace and an employee requiring support.
Some ideas for supporting pregnant and new parents:
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•

Engage with employees — they can also take ownership of their situation and
may be able to suggest some solutions themselves.

•

Discuss their role and your expectations in a non judgmental manner.

•

Ensure employees have access to information about perinatal anxiety and
depression and how to access support and treatment.

•

Speak openly and communicate clearly with employees about mental health.
Listen and be empathetic.

•

Consider flexible working practices for employees / partners of employees with
a perinatal mental health issue eg shorter working hours, work from home.

•

Clear policies around parental leave that are easily accessible.

•

Provide leave where needed — sick leave or carer’s leave. Be clear with
employees about status with leave and job security.

•

Stay in touch with employees on parental leave and keep them informed of
organisational activities and developments.

•

Allocate resources to improving workplace mental health and identify internal
champions to promote any initiatives and encourage staff involvement.

•

Create a positive working environment and enact zero tolerance for discrimination
or harassment.

•

Talk with other work colleagues about ways to provide practical support to those
suffering a perinatal mental health issue (but respect privacy).

•

Integrate good work health and safety management.
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Tips for employees
A diagnosis of perinatal anxiety and depression might raise the following issues
for employees:
•

Privacy – who should know? Decide if you would like to speak to your work
colleagues about your condition. You are not legally required to tell your employer
about your mental health condition, unless there’s a risk to yourself
or others.

•

If you do decide to tell your employer then speak to them about work flexibility
and any benefits available.

•

Ask your Human Resources department about your statutory rights in particular in
relation to leave (and keep a record of conversations and leave taken).

•

While at work, employees must take responsibility for their own health and safety.
Take time to educate yourself about mental health and cooperate with workplace
policies and procedures.

•

Write a list of what is important to you and decide on your priorities.

•

Have a discussion with your partner about how you both think you can make your
new family situation work. Compromises will have to be made but don’t just make
them along gender lines. Parents can make different compromises at different
times.

•

Make some flexible plans in relation to your home life and work. What child care
arrangements might work? How can you make sure you have some time for
fun family activities and personal time out. Remember that families go through
different stages and where you are now might be very different to where you are
in 12 months time.
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Symptoms of perinatal
anxiety and depression
While it is normal for parents to experience a range of emotions during the perinatal period,
if sadness or stress becomes overwhelming and interferes with everyday life then extra
support may be needed.
Employers, managers and employees should all be aware of the symptoms of perinatal
anxiety and depression which can include:
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•

Inability to enjoy activities that were enjoyed prior to becoming pregnant
or the baby’s birth

•

Physical symptoms such as heart palpitations, constant headaches, sweaty hands,
loss of appetite

•

Feeling numb and remote from family and friends

•

Feeling out of control, or ‘crazy’, even hyperactive

•

Unable to rest even when the baby is sleeping

•

Feelings of guilt, shame, or repetitive negative thoughts

•

Feeling trapped or in a dark hole or tunnel with no escape

•

Feelings of grief, loss, anger, tearfulness
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Support services
You may find help in supportive friends or relatives or through professional counselling.
The Human Resources and Diversity teams at your workplace may also provide resources.
General practitioners are generally the first step in seeking professional help. Your obstetrician,
midwife or Child and Family Health Nurse can also assist by referring you to appropriate
specialists.
Psychologists, social workers and psychiatrists are skilled in psychological assessment and
in a variety of treatment approaches and will tailor a treatment plan to meet your needs.
There are specific services that exist to help parents with a risk assessment or diagnosis
of a perinatal mood or anxiety disorder. Please see the Gidget Foundation website
www.gidgetfoundation.com.au for information, resources and links to other organisations
that provide help and support.
For immediate assistance, please call the National Perinatal Depression Helpline on
1300 726 306, Mon–Fri, 10am–5pm AEST.
For crisis support please call Lifeline’s 24 hour crisis line on 13 11 14.
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Gidget Foundation
The Gidget Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation whose mission is to promote awareness of perinatal
anxiety and depression amongst women and their families, their healthcare providers and the wider
community to ensure that those in need receive timely, appropriate and supportive care.
The Gidget Foundation was established in 2001 in response to the death of a young mother who was
suffering from postnatal depression.
We are involved with education, awareness raising and advocacy as well as supporting specific programs to
assist families.
In 2014 we opened Gidget House in North Sydney which provides specialist outpatient care for parents.
Ph (02) 9460 1550.
For more information about the Gidget Foundation, please visit our website:
www.gidgetfoundation.com.au or email us at: contact@gidgetfoundation.com.au

How we can support you
The Gidget Foundation brings together a range of professional experiences and valuable insights
enabling us to support you further. We can provide you with interactive information sessions and
access to resources targeted to support management or employees.

How you can support us
We can provide you with an opportunity to engage your employees
and demonstrate your commitment to social responsibility.
Parents affected by perinatal anxiety and depression are workers
too – employers, managers and employees.
As a corporate partner you can support the Gidget Foundation
in various ways:
•

Become a Gidget House Partner — we can help you
support new parents in your organisation

•

Sponsor an event

•

Volunteer

•

Provide pro-bono services

•

Support the Gidget Foundation via a grant

•

Organise fundraising activities in your workplace — sporting days, communal lunches, raffles, dinners

•

Implement a Workplace Giving program — consider matching
staff donations to make fundraising efforts even more effective
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Gidget Foundation
ABN 52 160 202 960
P.O. Box 4076
Royal North Shore Hospital NSW 2065
www.gidgetfoundation.com.au
contact@gidgetfoundation.com.au
Gidget House
34A McLaren St,
North Sydney NSW 2060
Ph: 02 9460 1550
contact@gidgethouse.com.au
www.gidgetfoundation.com.au
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