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Abstract

Transition to motherhood is a joyful and exciting phase combined with moments of emotional ups and downs, fatigue and
exhaustion. Lack of support during the transition phase, can lead to the onset of postnatal psychological distress especially
in first time mothers. The objective of this article is to highlight the importance, role, and impact of social support to
prevent distress and promote wellbeing in first time mothers. Articles have been selected and screened from various
academic databases like Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Web of Science. The results of the review indicate that
emotional and appraisal support have a significant association in promoting wellbeing and preventing distress. Mothers
experience lower levels of distress and improved wellbeing when they receive social support. It is recommended that tailor
made interventions based on the knowledge, skills and techniques relevant to the postpartum mothers need to be curated
and delivered to empower new mothers.

Key words: social support, first time mothers, postnatal distress, maternal confidence

Introduction

The process of becoming a mother is an incredible phase where the mother experiences a plethora of emotional states like
being happy, fatigue, exhaustion, fulfilment and frustration. Emotional distress can have adverse impact on the mother
and also on the infant.(Stapleton et al.,2012)According to the American College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, it
can lead to negative birth outcomes, insecure mother-infant attachment and consequences in the long term child
development. World Health Organization reports that mothers in their postnatal phase have received less care and attention
by their primary health care providers when compared to the mothers in their antennal phase. Hence the World Health
Organization (WHO,2008) insisted that mothers who have been discharged with their newborn within forty eight hours
after delivery have to be assessed by a health care professional withing forty eight hours after discharge from the hospital.
The risk factors associated with maternal psychological distress are history of mental illness, obstetric complications at
birth, premature delivery, lack of support at birth and post-delivery.( Garthus-Niegel, Susan et al.,2018) Increasing
research evidence shows that psychosocial factors like lack of social support and marital harmony are significantly
associated with maternal psychological distress.( Qi, W., Liu, Y., Lv, H. etal. ,2022) Giving birth to a baby is an important
event in a mother’s life that is followed by the physical fatigue and exhaustion, addressing and taking care of the needs of
the baby and self, managing household activities and other duties.With the interplay of so many functions performed by
the mother, social support would be a much needed aid to help her manage the various roles and responsibilities.( Jones,
Eleri, and Ernestina Coast.,2013) The stress-buffering hypothesis states that social support promotes positive healthy
emotions and self-efficacy thereby facilitating mental health and it also indirectly facilitates in improving mental health
by helping an individual handle potential situations that can be stressful. ( Cohen, S, and T A Wills.,1985)

Understanding specific needs of mothers in the postpartum phase

Mothers experienced a lot of physical and psychological changes post birthing. Breastfeeding is a main concern especially
for first time mothers as they have many questions related to the positions, techniques and the challenges related to the
process. ( Barimani, Mia et al.,2015) During their stay at hospital, mothers anticipate coherent information and guidance
from the staff. Mothers wanted their emotions and feelings to be acknowledged by their primary care providers. An
acknowledgement and reassurance from the primary health care provider made them feel confident. The presence of the
partner is very essential for the mother to feel cared for and also receive practical support. Mothers experienced symptoms
of distress when their partners had to leave and therefore have even requested to shorten the duration of stay in the hospital.
( McLeish, Jenny et al.,2020) Mothers felt confident when they were empowered with knowledge and skills. In order to
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facilitate their parenting skills they need affirmations and appraisal from the experts and the health care providers.(
McLeish, Jenny et al.,2021)

Dimensions of Social Support offered to postnatal mothers.

According to Langford, 1997; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980, Support is defined as an “interactive process that is affected by
the person's age, experience, personality, and environment.” Social support is defined as a support that is functional in
nature where the recipient of support feels cared, valued and possesses a sense of belonging to a larger community.
(Sherbourne, C D, and A L Stewart. ,1982) Structural support is referred to as the availability of support that are formal
or informal in nature. Formal support is the support offered by the primary health care providers and informal support is
the support offered by family and friends. On the other hand, functional support is referred to as emotional, informational,
instrumental and appraisal support. ( Taylor S (2011)

After birthing the child, the mother goes through a rollercoaster of emotions like joy, sadness, excitement, fear, frustration
etc. Mothers felt that through emotional support in forms of active listening, care and empathy and acknowledging their
feelings, they feel reassured and gives them the confidence that they can sail through the tough phase. ( Schobinger,
Elisabeth et al.,2022) Instrumental support is referred to the tangible support that could be financial support, helping the
mother with childcare or managing household tasks. s (House, 1981)

Informational support provided by the health care provide, birth educators and nurses play a pivotal role in improving the
skills and techniques in the early postpartum phase.(Sriyasak, Atcharawadee et al.,2013) Appraisal support is helping the
mothers reflect on their competence and skills and provide them the reassurance and confidence related to maternal
functioning. Emotional and Appraisal support are considered to be very important that boosts the confidence and positive
feelings in a mother.(Langford et al.,1997;Mander.,2008)

Social Support as a Protective Factor or Risk Factor

It is evident from the literature that the presence of social support is certainly a protective factor during the postnatal phase.
When the available social support is sufficient, it helps to manage stress and is negatively associated with maternal
psychological distress. ( Ayers, Susan et al. 2019 )Whereas when the social support is perceived as insufficient or there is
a lack of social support, there are greater chances for the onset of maternal psychological distress.( Kumar, Sheena V et
al.,2018)

Methodology

The research paper critically examines the studies performed on the role of social support in preventing distress and
enhancing the wellbeing of mothers. The articles were collected from various databases like Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO,
and Web of Science in the time period 1980-2023.The key words for search included “social support”,”first time mothers”,
“postnatal distress” and “maternal confidence.”The inclusion criteria for the studies to be reviewed are a) studied that
examined the relationship between maternal psychological distress and maternal wellbeing b) studies involving first time
mothers c)studies conducted only during the postnatal phase.

Results and Discussion

White, L.K., Kornfield, S.L., Himes, M.M. et al.(2023) performed a study to explore the role of social support during the
pandemic period. The results of the study highlights that a decrease in the availability of social support led to an increase
in the symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress in postnatal mothers. Impaired mother-infant attachment was also
observed as a result of lack or less availability of social support. Amidst the types of social support, emotional support
was seen to be effective to help mothers cope with stress.

Huang, Hsin-Hui et al. (2022) explored the role of social support as a mediating factor for parental stress and confidence
among first time mothers. The study employed the mediation analysis where it was found that the complete benefit of
social support can be experienced on the collective collaboration of the members of the social support group. The study
revealed that appraisal support amidst the other types of support,is more significantly associated with promoting maternal
confidence and reducing stress levels helping mothers adapt to their new role as a mother.

Cho, H., Lee, K., Choi, E. et al. (2022) explored the relationship between social support and postnatal depression. Among
the study participants,6% of the mothers had low social support,53.95 of the mothers had moderate levels of social support
and 40.1% of the mothers had high levels of social support. The multivariate logistic regression analysis revealed that
mothers with moderate levels of social support were 1.78 times more likely to develop depressive symptoms and mothers
with low social support were 2.73 times more liely to develop depressive symptoms.

Conclusion

Though it is obvious from the review of literature that social support does play a pivotal role to prevent the effects of

postnatal distress and promote maternal self-efficacy and confidence, the globally available research purports that the

level of social support available and the quality of support offered needs to be enhanced.( Rowe, Heather J et al.,2013)It

is also important to include multiparous women in the study as they would have to take care of their previous children and
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there are also chances that they would receive less social support when compared to support they received during their
first pregnancy.lt is evident from the literature that offering support according to the needs of the first time mothers can
be appreciated,acknowledged and well accepted by them.

Implications for future research and practice

It is very important to identify the structural barriers to postnatal care. It is important to make the support more accessible
and cost effective. From the review of articles, it is evident that there is a requirement of mother-centered support program
that also empowers the husband and the members of the family to ensure a smooth transition to the postnatal phase. With
the advent of online mode of communication, maternal empowerment education and support can be delivered through
online platforms also addressing the structural barriers. It is important that the Health Care Providers prioritize the mental
health of the mothers and screen them for symptoms of postnatal psychological distress during their postnatal visits.
Childbirth Educators and Nurses play a key role to offer informational and emotional support to facilitate mothers have a
positive postnatal experience.The below mentioned model is a combination of formal and informal sources of support
based on the various functional areas to support ,empower and promote well being in first time mothers.

Models showing the sources of social support and the functional areas of support for first time mothers
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