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This week Infant Mental Health Awareness Week is
taking place: 7-12 June 2020. The theme is 20:20
Vision - Seeing the world through babies’ eyes. This
theme encourages us to think about the experiences
of babies and how these influence their mental health
and development.

For more information- https://parentinfantfoundation.org.uk/our-work/campaigning/imhaw/
As we are all painfully aware, this year’s Infant Mental Health week, is taking place against the
background of a lockdown; an unprecedented move to attempt to limit the spread of Coronavirus. For
all of us, this has meant significant changes to our way of living and it has brought many challenges and
painful losses.
As we move gradually out of lockdown and move forward the following are some points, we need to
consider:

1. The pandemic and the response to it, has placed enormous pressure on all families.

The loss and strain for all families has been remarkable and they include: Loss of income and
employment, increased anxiety and depression, physical and mental ill health, social isolation,
school closure, anxiety associated with a traumatic maternity experience, general anxiety in the
community and loss of loved ones.

For many, COVID-19 has caused trauma.

2. Many parents caring for babies are suffering without the usual family and local support
networks. For example, Children’s centres are closed, playgroups are closed and many
midwifery and health visitor "visits" are being carried out remotely. Many babies may have
missed their essential developmental health checks. It’s a stressful time for everyone, but in the
midst of it all, babies and children’s development doesn’t hit the pause button.

3. The virus has made many families anxious about attending hospitals or GP surgeries for both
regular care and urgent care. As a result, the reduction in accessing health services has led to
negative and in some cases serious consequences. There has also been increased birth trauma
in women and their partners who have given birth during COVID, increased strain in couple
relationships and increased domestic abuse, increased financial concern, and more
bereavement. All this, places increased strain on parents, the baby and the parent-infant
relationship. Babies can’t speak out. While we can talk to parents about how they are feeling, it
is hard for colleagues to talk to babies, let alone see them.

4. We need to focus on maintaining all our services. The ongoing efforts to tackle the pandemic
will clearly be ongoing for a long time. This makes it doubly important that we also maintain our
focus on parents, babies and families. More than ever, all of us need to continue to be
committed to the emotional wellbeing of all the 37,000 babies born in Greater Manchester (GM)
every year and their parents. This includes all universal services working together with specialist
services for the 1001 critical days from pregnancy to 24 months of age.

5. For parents, a wide range of mental health conditions can occur during the perinatal period,
commonly depression and anxiety. We also know many parents with mental ill health go
undetected and do not access treatment and support in the best of times. Many parents are
struggling even more with their mental health at this time, and this will likely have an impact on
their baby and child. If a parent is feeling anxious and scared about the outside world, how will
their baby feel?
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6. Our services must maintain their relationships with families, provide support to parents to be,
parents and their babies and young children. We need to be continuing to support families we
already knew about before the crisis, but we also need to be reaching out to all the other
families who are now not coping because of coronavirus.

7. Planning at local level: It is going to be very important for services working in the perinatal
period to strategically plan at a local level, according to their specific contingencies and needs.
For example, while it has been essential for some staff to be deployed, it may gradually be
possible for them to start returning to their permanent roles. This is a time of increased risk for
both parents to be, parents and their babies.

8. Across Greater Manchester we need to ensure that in each borough there is sufficient support
to meet the needs of families during the perinatal period. We need to protect the well-being
of parents-to- be and babies given the pervasive and long-term impacts of stress and adversity
during this critical stage in their development. Local services and charities need to work closely
together and plan that there is sufficient skilled and experienced staff who can support parents
and babies. It might be helpful for each borough to develop a COVID-19 strategy for families
from pregnancy to 2 years of age.

9. We need to ensure staff from community services, in particular health visiting, maternity,
parent-infant and perinatal mental health teams are vital and essential to supporting parents
and babies- recognising that these services provide essential support to families at highest risk
and are needed more than ever.

10. With the move to remote working, families have responded differently to virtual work.
Families experiencing poverty, chaotic homes or more significant difficulties have been at a
cumulative disadvantage. They will struggle more to commit to regular appointments and will
be harder to engage. It is important we find a way to connect with families and ensure we can
make good assessments and offer effective interventions that are tailored to the family’s needs.
This may mean working in ways we are not used to.

11. For staff supporting families, it is also stressful and exhausting. No one is immune from the
impact of COVID-19, some staff may be personally struggling and suffering. Regular supervision,
time out, annual leave, reflective spaces are even more critical. In order for staff to support
families, they also need to be contained and supported.

12. Our services all need to continue to work closely together and coordinate with both public
services and charities how we support parents and babies, especially those who may be
struggling behind closed doors. Many will be vulnerable families with a lifetime of chaos and
disruption, who will be more stressed. We need to also hold in mind families who typically
struggle to access services, such as families from BAME communities, LGBTQi+ families, and
those who need more support such as families with babies who have experienced intensive
neonatal care, and babies who are in foster care. Some will be families who were thriving and
coping and are now vulnerable and may feel ashamed of accessing support, or do not know how
to. They all need our help and support.
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For further information, please read the Children’s Commissioner briefing that is attached to the

email.

For contact details of the Parent Infant Mental Health services across Greater Manchester, some of
which will be launching over the next few months, please go to: https://hub.gmhsc.org.uk/mental-
health/perinatal-parent-infant-mental-health/.

For information and contact details on GMMH Specialist Community Perinatal Mental Health
Services, please see our information leaflets included here:

GMMHO093 GMMHO092 Specialist
Information for Carer: Perinatal CMHT - A5 |

Take care and stay well
With best wishes
Dr Pauline Lee
GM MH&SCP Clinical Lead in PIMH and

Consultant Clinical Psychologist, Tameside
and Glossop Early Attachment Service.

Dr Sarah Jones

GMMH Trust Lead for Perinatal Mental
Health Services and

Consultant Perinatal Psychiatrist

Clinical Lead, GM MH&SCP Perinatal and
Parent-Infant Mental Health
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GET IN TOUCH

gmhscp.gmmhprogramme@nhs.net

https://hub.gmhsc.org.uk/mental-health/
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