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NHS Perinatal Mental Health Pathway

MBU – Specialist inpatient care for women with 
severe mental illness (32/40-1yr pp) e.g. 
psychosis, bipolar and other severe illness

CMHT – Specialist community care for women 
with or at risk of moderate-severe mental 
illness/disorder to treat or prevent relapse 
(preconceptual, pregnancy-1/2yrs pp) e.g. 
psychosis, mood disorder, personality disorder, 
anxiety, eating disorder

MMHS – Care for women with psychological 
difficulties arising from the pregnancy/birth 
experience e.g. tokophobia, birth trauma, 
integrated into maternity to improve pregnancy 
outcomes

VCSE –social prescribing, link work, peer support 
and other community assets supporting families

Talking Therapies – Prioritised for common 
mental illness in pregnancy/postpartum 
(pregnancy-1/2yrs pp) e.g. anxiety, depression

Universal services – Listening visits, medication
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Designing Accessible Maternal Mental Health Services: The MaMS
Study

Newcastle University project team: Prof Judith Rankin, Dr Lem Ngongalah, Dr Catherine El Zerbi, Dr Jo Wildman, 
Dr Malcolm Moffat; In Collaboration with Local Maternity Neonatal Service: Rebecca Scott, Dr Catherine Parker, 

Rachel McDonald

AIM: To engage a diverse range of stakeholders in identifying reasons why perinatal mental health (PMH) services are 
not reaching some women, particularly those experiencing socioeconomic deprivation, and to explore ways that 
services can better engage with women to meet their needs. 

STUDY DESIGN: A two-phase qualitative study involving semi-structured interviews with professionals (phase 1), and 
women from different socioeconomically disadvantaged groups (phase 2) in the North East and North Cumbria (NENC). 
Interviews were conducted virtually from the 1st September 2021 to 31st January 2023. 

STUDY PARTICIPANTS: 43 participants – 23 professionals and 20 women, from across the NENC.



Factors preventing being able to identify need for mental health support 
• Education in pregnancy
• Advertising and signposting

Factors preventing women seeking support
• Understanding of mental health
• Stigma, fear, guilt and shame
• Competing priorities

Themes



Factors preventing women from reaching PMH services when in need
• System pressures
• Collaboration and integration of mental health support
• Remote and rural

Factors affecting women’s ability to engage with PMH service 
providers

• Empathy and Trust
• Cultural insensitivities
• Limited options

Themes



Recommendations

• Develop targeted initiatives that focus on introducing women to PMH services and 
available options.

• Services should be flexible and able to adapt to the needs of individual women.
• Provide services in more informal and familiar settings, such as community centres, 

libraries, or schools.
• Frame mental health in a positive light by developing messages that emphasise the 

benefits of seeking care, rather than emphasising the negative aspects of mental 
health.

• Offer creative therapies where women can express themselves and connect with 
others in a supportive environment.

• Engage in activities that build trust with both women and their communities using 
collaborative and culturally sensitive approaches.

• Ensure cultural sensitivity during the design and delivery of services by tailoring 
services to the specific cultural needs of women from diverse backgrounds.



Co-creating resources to promote understanding of
maternal wellbeing, to empower and improve access to support
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Newcastle University (NU) project team: Dr Caroline Claisse, Prof Abigail Durrant 
In Collaboration with the Happy Mums Foundation: Sarah Penn 

& Ways to Wellness: Ang Broadbridge, with inputs from more partners*. 

*This research was co-developed with a larger group of organisations including Maternity Voices Partnership, Maternal Mental Health Service NCIC; Perinatal 
Mental Health Team CNTW; First Step CNTW; Anti-Racist Cumbria; Women’s Panah Cumbria; Carlisle College Refugee Support Officer; Healthwatch Cumbria; 
Digital Midwife NCIC.

CONTEXT: Led by NU, the Centre for Digital Citizens provides resources for developing collaborative research addressing 
challenge areas. As part of the Well Citizen challenge area, we co-developed a study aiming to address the following: 

• What are the services and resources available for women and birthing people at perinatal stage of pregnancy and 
parenthood, to support Maternal Mental Health (MMH) and associated services in North Cumbria?   

• What are the needs of women and birthing people who are from a diverse range of cultural backgrounds relating to 
maternal mental health in perinatal context, and what may be the perceived barriers to accessing MMH support and 
associated services?   

• How could MMH services and resources be designed to address these needs and improve women and birthing people’s 
experience as service users of MMH support? 
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STUDY DESIGN: A series of Co-creation workshops with 10-12 women and 
birthing people at perinatal stage of pregnancy and parenthood. 

AIM & OBJECTIVE: To better understand participants’ needs relating to 
maternal wellbeing, and explore together possible barriers to accessing 
support and services in the North East and North Cumbria. 

• To take an inclusive, creative and participatory approach to inform the 
design and evaluation of peer support resources.

METHODS: Co-creative, hands-on and visual-based methods. 

LOCATION: Holme Head House, Carlisle (Community Centre).

Lunch provided; £30 voucher; support with childcare & transport.  

Holme Head House. Image: Facebook 

Co-Creation Workshops
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Brooch making: create a 
brooch to share something 
about yourself.

Communicating personal health 
journey through collage.  

Photos from a previous series of co-creation workshops (photos: Caroline Claisse).

Zine making: co-creating 
wellbeing resources. 

Co-Creation Workshops



VCSE Maternal Mental Health Services Prototypes

Funding to Ways to Wellness through successful bid by NENC Mental Health ICS & Perinatal Mental Health Clinical Network team to NHS 
England Maternal Mental Health Fast Follower programme – support from VONNE,  Cumbria CVS, MVP and statutory, academic and VCSE

AIM: To develop place-based social prescribing link worker prototypes responsive to health inequalities in four 
areas of NENC developed in tandem with new clinical MMHS offer, exploring integration of VCSE support for 
women with mild to moderate mental health needs through pregnancy to babies second birthday, and 
supported in test and learn approach with a link worker learning community
DELIVERY: One to one link worker support to over 200 women and a further 130 women supported through 
peer support groups and activities.  Place-based responsive services i.e rural need, support for women from 
minoritised ethnic communities 
EVALUATION: A two-phase evaluation with interim evaluation showing the services to be providing a low cost, 
high quality support with positive outcomes for mother and infant, benefits for wider family unit and added 
value to local health and care system



- Learning community
- Quarterly shared learning events

Research and practice linked developments



Research and practice linked developments

Practice examples:

• Rural and remote experiences of maternal mental health
• Developing culturally sensitive parent and baby groups



Overview of connected projects and work

The MaMS Study: Designing 
Accessible Maternal Mental 
Health Services

Fathers’ mental health and 
well-being experiences within 
the perinatal period

Co-creating resources to 
promote understanding of 
maternal wellbeing, to 
empower and improve 
access to support 

Happy Mums, Maternity 
Voices Partnership and 
partners co-produced 
workshops as part of a UK 
Research Council-funded 
research led out of Open 
Lab

Younger mums under 25

Learning community 

Evaluation of VCSE maternal 
mental health prototypes

…and much more 


