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Abstract

Background: Mental health in China is a significant issue, and perinatal depression has been recognized as a
concern, as it may affect pregnancy outcomes. There are growing calls to address China’s mental health system
capacity issues, especially among vulnerable groups such as pregnant women due to gaps in healthcare services
and inadequate access to resources and support. In response to these demands, a perinatal depression screening
and management (PDSM) program was proposed. This exploratory case study identified strategies for successful
implementation of the proposed PDSM intervention, informed by the Consolidated Framework for Implementation
Research (CFIR) framework, in Ma'anshan city, Anhui province.

Methods: This qualitative study included four focus group discussions and two in-depth individual interviews with
participants using a semi-structured interview guide. Topics examined included acceptance, utility, and readiness for
a PDSM program. Participants included perinatal women and their families, policymakers, and healthcare providers.
Interviews were transcribed verbatim, coded, and analyzed for emergent themes.

Results: The analysis revealed several promising factors for the implementation of the PDSM program including:
utilization of an internet-based platform, generation of perceived value among health leadership and decision-makers,
and the simplification of the screening and intervention components. Acceptance of the pre-implementation plan was
dependent on issues such as the timing and frequency of screening, ensuring high standards of quality of care, and
consideration of cultural values in the intervention design. Potential challenges included perceived barriers to the
implementation plan among stakeholders, a lack of trained human health resources, and poor integration between
maternal and mental health services. In addition, participants expressed concern that perinatal women might not value
the PDSM program due to stigma and limited understanding of maternal mental health issues.

Conclusion: Our analysis suggests several factors to support the successful implementation of a perinatal depression
screening program, guidelines for successful uptake, and the potential use of internet-based cognitive behavioral
therapy. PDSM is a complex process; however, it can be successfully navigated with evidence-informed approaches to
the issues presented to ensure that the PDSM is feasible, effective, successful, and sustainable, and that it also improves
maternal health and wellbeing, and that of their families.
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Background

Estimates of the rates of antenatal depression in China
have ranged from 6 to 28%, while depression rates in the
first postpartum year have ranged from 10 to 28% [1-4].
Antenatal depression increases rates of health care
utilization, such as non-scheduled antenatal care or
emergency care for pregnancy-related emergencies [5].
Untreated antenatal depression can have harmful conse-
quences for both mother (e.g., suicide, disease mortality,
postpartum depression) and baby (e.g., preterm birth,
neurodevelopmental problems) [6-11].

Anhui province, located in Southeast China with an
economy (low gross domestic product) based on farming
and less developed rural areas, has prenatal care services
in every township [12]. Anhui province was found to
have the highest prevalence of perinatal depression
(33%) in a meta-analysis including 95 studies from 23 re-
gions in Mainland China [13]. Rates of screening, diag-
nosis, and availability of effective treatments to reduce
perinatal depression are low worldwide, but more so in
China and Anhui province in particular [13, 14]. Chinese
women’s mental health needs, especially those in under-
developed regions, are unmet given lack of investment
in mental health, unequal geographical distribution of
mental health services, and the lack of trained or special-
ized healthcare providers [13-15].

We planned and developed a perinatal depression
screening and management (PDSM) program, with the in-
tent to integrate the program within primary care and to
utilize internet-based cognitive behavioral therapy (iCBT)
to effectively deal with system capacity issues in Anhui
province, China [16—18]. Evidence suggests that integrat-
ing the PDSM within primary care will lead to better
follow-up and initiation of therapy, given improved pro-
cesses for managing depression; hence, improved mater-
nal/child health outcomes [19]. Internet-based cognitive
behavioral therapy (iCBT) has been shown to reduce de-
pressive symptoms (effect size 0.42 to 0.65) in 26 random-
ized controlled trials, without imposing disproportionate
demands on specialized healthcare providers, or increas-
ing costs or wait times for care [16, 17, 20].

Although perinatal depression screening and iCBT are
effective tools to increase mental healthcare accessibility
and reduce the risk of perinatal depression, evidence-
practice gaps are apparent worldwide, including in China
[13, 14]. Stakeholders may unintentionally contribute to
these evidence-practice gaps in unpredictable or harmful
ways [21]. For instance, community healthcare workers
in Guangzhou, China demonstrated limited awareness of
perinatal depression [22]. Evidence suggests that these
providers may have even inadvertently perpetuated
stigma towards mental illness or mental health patients,
by failing to openly discuss a mental health diagnosis
[22]. Uptake and adherence to digital interventions vary
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based on recipient’s access to the internet, appeal of the
intervention, willingness to participate, and perspectives
related to the benefits of the digital intervention [23].
Understanding provider and recipient’s readiness for peri-
natal depression screening and management can assist
with the successful integration of the PDSM program in-
cluding uptake of iCBT within primary care [24]. A PDSM
program that combines interventions for mothers and
providers, and addresses practice barriers, has been shown
to be more efficacious in detecting, referring and treating
depression compared to screening alone [24].

Both the American College of Obstetricians and Gyne-
cologists (ACOG) [25] and the Australian National Peri-
natal Depression Initiative (NPDI) [26] assert that
pregnant women should be screened at least once using
a standardized, validated measurement tool. Antenatal
depression rates differ across timing of pregnancy [27].
Among women in six counties/districts in six Chinese
provinces, antenatal depression rates were 14% in the
first trimester, 13% in the second trimester, and 11% in
the third trimester [28]. These rates of antenatal depres-
sion were determined using the Hospital Anxiety and
Depression Scale (HADS); though a systematic review
reports many advantages of using the Edinburgh Postna-
tal Depression Scale (EPDS) in low resource settings
(e.g., moderate to high accuracy, high sensitivity, and
high specificity) [29]. Similarly, the Chinese version of the
EPDS is valid and reliable for detecting antenatal depres-
sion [30], as well as postpartum depression [31]. It is pru-
dent, however, to consider policymakers’ perspectives
when adapting guidelines, as policymakers hold invaluable
knowledge regarding context (e.g., different prevalence of
depression across timing of pregnancy, countries, and hos-
pital) [14, 32] and making changes in practice [29].

The aim of this pilot study was to engage multiple
stakeholders (i.e., healthcare providers, pregnant and
postpartum women and their families, and policy-
makers), to explore the acceptance, utility and readiness
for a PDSM program in Anhui Province, where perinatal
depression has become a public health concern. The
goal was to assess the integration of perinatal depression
screening and iCBT within a flexible framework that
would consider context, ensure that mental healthcare is
responsive to women’s needs, and promote implementa-
tion outcomes of acceptance, reach, scope, and scale.
Identification of implementation strategies, in this con-
text, was expected to improve uptake and knowledge for
eventual program expansion. In addition, this case study
also contributes to the body of implementation science
research as it is guided by the five domains of the Con-
solidated Framework for Implementation Research
(CFIR) framework to promote implementation of the
PDSM and iCBT and its effectiveness [21, 33]. CFIR
considers: (a) intervention including determining
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aspects of the PDSM and iCBT program that are core
and should remain unchanged (e.g., screening, iCBT),
and areas that can be modified (e.g., tools, frequency);
(b) process of implementing PDS and iCBT within pri-
mary care including engaging healthcare providers in
adapting PDSM and iCBT, and providing adequate train-
ing and support; (c) individuals involved such as
healthcare providers’ and perinatal women’s knowledge,
acceptance, and perceived strengths and challenges that
need to be addressed, and strategies that will promote
adherence to the iCBT intervention; (d) inner setting
such as considering the availability, qualification and
reputation of healthcare workers, ensuring collaboration
between maternal and newborn care practitioners and
department of psychiatry, and engaging leadership; and
(e) outer setting such as addressing funding for the
PDSM and iCBT program (i.e., ensuring affordability for
perinatal women). The CFIR enables a better under-
standing of the complexities of implementation and im-
plementation effectiveness of the PDSM and iCBT [21].
Moreover, it can provide direction for data collection
and analysis during the implementation that facilitates
rapid-cycle improvements and determine “what works
where and why across multiple contexts” [21] (p. 2).

Methods
The pilot study conducted at the Ma’anshan Maternal
and Child Healthcare Center, Ma’anshan city, Anhui
province, China involved three semi-structured, in-depth
interviews and three focus groups (see supplemental files
for interview guides) that each comprised 3 to 7 partici-
pants. Participants were purposively-selected and in-
cluded: (a) three policymakers (age range 48-52 years,
two female), all of whom held university degrees and
worked in executive roles related to maternal and child
health care in Ma’anshan; (b) six healthcare staff (age
range 32-42 years, five female), all of whom had at least
an undergraduate university degree and were employed
in either mental or maternal health at the primary care
perinatal facility; (c) group of six pregnant/postpartum
women (age range 24—42 years) who sought services at
the maternal and child health care in Ma’anshan that in-
cluded only screening and no intervention for women
with depressive symptoms, five of whom had under-
graduate university degrees, and four of whom were
employed in roles that included hotel staff, law clerk,
nurse and teacher; and (d) group of seven family mem-
bers (age range 25-55 years; four male) who accompan-
ied the women for seeking maternal and child health
care. Engaging diverse stakeholders enabled greater con-
fidence in interpretations of findings at multiple levels of
the healthcare system.

Policymakers and healthcare providers including phy-
sicians, nurses and midwifes employed by the China
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Maternal and Child Healthcare System were sent an in-
vitation letter from the study team. Pregnant/postpartum
women and their accompanying family members (hus-
band or mothers) were invited to participate in the study
through an invitation letter shared by their healthcare
provider. The data was collected in August 2018 by
trained research team members with previous engage-
ment in qualitative research. Institutional review board
approval was obtained at Anhui Medical University,
York University, University of Alberta, and the Univer-
sity of Calgary, and all participants completed the in-
formed consent process.

The data and field notes were audio-recorded, transcribed
verbatim in Chinese, translated to English, and triangulated
by another research team member to ensure language
equivalency. Two researchers independently reviewed Eng-
lish transcripts and highlighted significant statements, sen-
tences, quotes or words that were categorized into clusters
of meaning through coding data [34, 35]. Patterns were
identified in the coded data to determine central themes
and relationships across narratives. When there was lack of
consensus about patterns, themes, or relationships, the re-
searchers returned to the data to reconcile discrepancies.
The study objective was to identify implementation strat-
egies for the successful uptake of a PDSM program. Ac-
cordingly, codes were developed based on emerging themes
that were relevant to determine feasibility, acceptance, and
reach of the PDSM program. Additionally, this study exam-
ined the effects of contexts that could potentially enable or
restrict utilization of the PDSM program.

Results

The interview data illuminated several themes that were
relevant to perinatal screening and the proposed iCBT
intervention. These themes were: Availability, Qualifica-
tions, and Reputation of Healthcare Workers, Accept-
ance and Timing of Screening, Frequency of Screening,
Perceived Utility of Screening, Screening Practices,
Screening Tools, Acceptance of iCBT, Knowledge and
Perceptions of Maternal Mental Health Services, and In-
strumental Barriers/Challenges to Treatment/Interven-
tion. Each of these themes is discussed in turn below.
Fig. 1 presents a conceptualization of how these themes
affect what constitutes evidence, how evidence may be
interpreted and applied, and the decision-making con-
text (i.e., internal and external contextual factors) [36].
The inter-relationship is evident with themes re-
appearing within evidence utilization and within
contexts.

Availability, qualifications, and reputation of healthcare
workers

The data suggests an insufficiency of trained or special-
ized healthcare providers, who are qualified to provide
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External Contextual Factors: Perinatal and postnatal screening practice; Instrumental barrier/challenges to treatment/intervention
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4
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Internal Contextual Factors: Availability, qualification, and reputation of healthcare workers, Instrumental barriers/challenges to

Fig. 1 Themes and how they affect what constitutes evidence and how it may be utilized [36].

psychosocial and mental health supports for women
who screen positive for perinatal depression. For ex-
ample, one participant said: “Professional personnel are
actually lacking” (Healthcare provider #3). Another partici-
pant said: “In county level they lack talents badly. The clinics
are saturated with patients. We do not have adequate mental
health services in this area. Especially we do not have ad-
equate professionals to intervene” (Policymaker #1).

In addition to concerns about the number of trained
healthcare workers, participants also commented about
the importance of qualifications: “The question of qualifi-
cations is important ... It’s best to have widely recognized
qualification[s]” (Healthcare provider #4). The importance
of high standards for health workers was also emphasized
and tied to qualifications: “It must be th[at] people
under([go] three to five years medical training. The people
[who] only have a psychological counselor’s certificate, we
don’t want to hire.” A policymaker added that, “We would
rather go without than having someone shoddy” (Policy-
maker #1). Another healthcare provider talked about the
importance of licensure, and said, “I think as long as
you're a general professional, there is a professional li-
cense. Youre protecting yourself, including patients, as
long as there is a license, it is okay” (Healthcare provider
#2). Finally, according to another participant, healthcare
providers with good credibility and qualifications were im-
portant for successful outcomes: “[It] may ensure that
people believe in and recognize the treatment more”
(Healthcare provider #4). Given the limited resources and
the time required to build health worker capacity, iCBT
was considered a suitable alternative. To address human
resource shortages, participants emphasized the need for
training: “I think we have the abilities to do that. We can
enhance our training to complete this screening process”
(Policymaker #2).

Acceptance and timing of screening

Participants expressed varying degrees of acceptance for
the management of depressive symptoms in perinatal
women. One healthcare provider recalled that, “In 2012,
postpartum screening was already being done” (Healthcare
provider #3) whereas according to another provider screen-
ing during pregnancy “only started in 2015” (Healthcare
provider #3). Focus group discussions with healthcare pro-
viders revealed that perinatal screening was widely imple-
mented at the municipal level and had significant coverage.
One policymaker described perinatal depression screening
as a “routine healthcare task, covering at least 90% of the
pregnancy population” (Policymaker #1).

Varied opinions emerged about the optimal frequency
and timing of screening. For example, healthcare pro-
viders discussed perinatal screening at the municipal
healthcare level and stated that screening “starts in early
pregnancy” (Healthcare provider #1). They added that,
“during the pregnancy period, if outpatient doctors
found psychological problems, they direct her to the psy-
chological clinic” (Healthcare provider #1). The health-
care provider explained, “If it is severe... That is to say,
if she needs drug treatment, she will be treated at the
upper level like in a mental health/ psychiatric center”
(Healthcare provider #1). Healthcare providers noted
that postpartum screening occurred twice: initially dur-
ing a postpartum visit when the mother visited the
clinic, and once again at the 42-day postpartum visit.
Another healthcare provider commented: “When she
comes to me for a medical examination in 42 days, I'll
give her another assessment” (Healthcare provider #2).

While some participants emphasized the importance
of prenatal screening, others emphasized postpartum
screening. For example, one healthcare provider said:
“The highest proportion of those with perinatal
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depression are in [the] postpartum [period]” (Healthcare
provider #4). Another healthcare provider added that,
“42 days after childbirth [it] must be done once, because
after childbirth, the family is completely chaotic, [child-
birth] has a big psychological impact on the mother”
(Healthcare provider #2). Participants also described
stressors and lifestyle changes encountered in the post-
partum period, which was why they suggested screening
during that time. For example, one perinatal woman
added, “It's when you stay at home, especially when
everyone else is at work. You are alone at home, just
whimsical ... nothing to do, it is easy to feel emotionally
unwell” (Perinatal woman #2). Other women shared this
sentiment and advocated post-partum screening: “You
could screen within 28 days [of birth], and once again at
two to three months, and then six months after [birth]”
(Perinatal woman #2). Other suggestions included: “42
days post-partum for the screening” (Perinatal woman
#4), “within half a year [after giving birth]” (Perinatal
woman #6), and “once or twice in month six to one year
[postpartum]” (Perinatal woman #6). Finally, a family
member suggested another time for screening: “One
more [screening] can be done before the end of mater-
nity leave” (Family member #4).

Frequency of screening

Some participants supported frequent screenings that
exceeded the minimum standard, while others had un-
favorable views about screening too much. For example,
one policymaker stated that, “one time is not enough”
and proposed, “I think it may be two to three times, the
first screening should be at the time when she visits
[the] perinatal clinic. The second screening should be
carried out not long before labour, one more time on
the 42nd day after delivery” (Policymaker #2).

Pregnant and postpartum women expressed less favor-
able views for multiple screenings, as time constraints
and conflicting commitments were cited as barriers. A
pregnant woman explained: “A longer [appointment]
time isn’t reasonable. A lot of pregnant women still have
jobs... and personal time matters. A screening might
drag on to one hour, 1.5 hours, people probably
wouldn’t want to do something like that” (Perinatal
woman #3). Another woman described her conflicting
commitments, saying, “Back then I wanted to go to a
counseling center in Nanjing to consult...the result was
that I was too busy to go. Two kids and I didn’t have
time to go” (Perinatal woman #5). Other participants
agreed that shorter screenings would be more accept-
able. One woman stated, “A shorter time is alright”
(Perinatal woman #3). A postpartum woman commen-
ted, “It shouldn’t be too long nor too much...Check-up
time is long and you have to line up, energy-wise we
already can't keep up” (Perinatal woman #4).
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Participants were concerned about additional appoint-
ments resulting from a screening component. One
woman stated, “I like to save time, don’t want to do
extra examinations” (Perinatal woman #6). Family mem-
bers and perinatal women suggested adding the screening
component to routine pregnancy and postpartum ap-
pointments. One woman stated, “It'd be good to do it at
the same time as the pregnancy exam” (Perinatal woman
#5).

Perceived utility of screening

Many pregnant and postpartum women did not value
mental health screening. A pregnant woman explained,
“During pregnancy, some women when they go to medical
examinations... do not place importance on this aspect,
the psychological aspect...some people may not necessar-
ily do these assessments” (Perinatal woman #2). Women
may have felt this way due to several factors ranging from
stigma, limited knowledge about mental health, or percep-
tions that they were unlikely to be affected by depression.
Indeed, one pregnant woman discussed stigma as a reason
why she would choose not to access mental health services
because, “if your family found out, they'd say you were
crazy” (Perinatal woman #5). Another woman explained
that screening might be overlooked because perinatal
women typically only engage with mental health ser-
vices after attempting to self-manage their own de-
pressive symptoms or when they experience severe
emotional distress. She stated, “If it was serious then
I'd go to the doctor. If it wasn’t serious then I'd go
to friends, family, or self-manage” (Perinatal woman
#4).

Perinatal and postnatal screening practices

Pregnant and postpartum women reported inconsistent
experiences with perinatal screening practices. One
pregnant woman recalled that she was screened twice:
“When we had a medical examination at [Named] Hos-
pital, there was a postpartum emotional evaluation.
[They] asked us [about depression] during the pregnancy
exam and then after the birth” (Perinatal woman #5). In
contrast, another woman indicated she was screened
only once: “I only got it [screening] postpartum” (Peri-
natal woman #2). However, family members indicated
that sometimes screening never occurred: “No screening
was done” (Family member #6).

One policymaker stated that screening for depression
was not compulsory: “Screening is not yet treated as a
task that must be completed, because the qualifications
and technical levels of personnel in this area have yet to
be improved” (Policymaker #2). Participants also stated
that training health workers must precede the imple-
mentation of policies for mandatory screening. When
discussing mandatory screening, a healthcare provider
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suggested that human resources was an important com-
ponent: “To add people, this is the minimum require-
ment. Without more employees it can’t be done. Really
can’t do it” (Healthcare provider #5).

Perceptions about the quality of existing perinatal
mental health screening varied and was tied to issues
such as communication. One pregnant woman shared
that: “Communicating with the doctor...is pretty good”
(Perinatal woman #6). Similarly, another pregnant
woman commented that her physician was ‘responsible’
because they asked her pertinent questions: “My obstet-
rician is really responsible, every appointment they'd ask
about my mood, diet, and life” (Perinatal woman #4).
In contrast, some women expressed their dissatisfac-
tion about poor communication. For example, one
woman disclosed that her healthcare provider did not
communicate adequately and rushed through the
process: “They wouldn’t give you much time to talk.
They wouldn’t, they’d be annoyed with you. It’s like
they want you to go in, get out quickly. So that’s why
I didn’t talk to them” (Perinatal woman #5). A post-
partum woman shared a similar experience. “During
check-ups they ask you some basic questions about
which stage you’re at in the pregnancy what steps
things like that. Regarding the psychological aspects—
not much so far” (Perinatal woman #6).

Screening tools

One healthcare provider described the screening tools
used for perinatal and postnatal depression: “In the early
stage, the depression self-rating scale and the anxiety
self-rating scale were used. In the second trimester and
the third trimester, Hamilton depression and Hamilton
anxiety were used. Postpartum, the Edinburgh Postnatal
Depression Scale was used” (Healthcare provider #3).
Another policymaker remarked: “The Edinburgh Assess-
ment Scale we use is very simple” (Policymaker #1), and
further suggested that healthcare providers could inte-
grate this assessment into their practice with minimal
training. They commented further: “The screening and
assessment is very simple, only need to know how to use
the scale” (Policymaker #1).

There was a notable lack of familiarity with various
screening tools among policymakers. One policymaker
said: “I'm not familiar with the screening” (Policy-
maker #2). They also said that they used other ways
to screen for depression: “Now we don’t have a spe-
cific tool to exam[ine] them. One way is a postpar-
tum interview, and the other way is that her family
members tell us the symptoms she has” (Policymaker
#2). Another policymaker struggled to recall the
screening tools: “What tools are used, I really don’t
remember” (Policymaker #1).
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Acceptance of iCBT and perceived strengths and
challenges

Internet-based technology was generally considered to
be an acceptable intervention for perinatal depression
after positive screening results. This appraisal was based
on perceptions of proficient internet access and usage
among Chinese women. Most participants confirmed
that perinatal women had access to the Internet via their
smartphones, which could be leveraged with proper apps
and services. Accordingly, a policymaker indicated that
iCBT looked promising: “I personally think it is ok, be-
cause now people’s ability to use Internet is very high...
They can use internet proficiently” (Policymaker #3).

Participants also indicated familiarity with the WeChat
platform, which is a widely used internet-based commu-
nication program used throughout China. When de-
scribing her WeChat usage, a postpartum woman
confirmed its popularity: “On one hand I'm feeding the
baby [but] on the other, 'm on WeChat... WeChat is
very popular now” (Perinatal woman #4).

Online technologies were considered advantageous be-
cause they helped to “reduce the workload of the doctors
in clinic” (Policymaker #1) and enabled flexible, conveni-
ent support, efficient administration, and easy follow-up.
One healthcare provider pointed out that, “It can be done
at home, which is quite convenient” (Healthcare provider
#3). A family member agreed with that sentiment: “I think
this method is definitely more convenient and practical,
and can be done anytime, anywhere” (Family member #6).

It is important to note that iCBT acceptance was mod-
ulated by the severity of depression, as participants
viewed online intervention to be less acceptable for se-
vere depression. A family member stated, “I think if the
depression is severe, this method [iCBT] is inappropri-
ate” (Family member #6) and another family member
suggested a “face-to-face treatment for severe depression
patients” and “online self-service therapy and counseling
for light depression patients” (Family member #3).

Participants presented several possible challenges for
iCBT in China. First, virtual iCBT means a lack of direct
communication. Participants highlighted the importance
of in-person interactions and live communication versus
virtual ones: “The Internet, it’s impersonal” (Healthcare
provider #6). Another healthcare provider shared a simi-
lar view: “I think it might be better to directly communi-
cate. I personally feel better face-to-face” (Healthcare
provider #6). Secondly, follow-up with mothers could be
a challenge using iCBT. Healthcare workers encourage
women to schedule appointments and ensure follow-up
during in-person interactions; however, with iCBT these
interactions might be lost. Third, some participants cau-
tioned about the variability in norms, values, and cus-
toms in different provinces and regions across China,
and how iCBT would need to be customized to the
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needs of the people: “We may have to take into account
the habits of the Chinese people, it has to be con-
verted...We want to treat one province as a unit, because
the people’s habits in one province differ from another”
(Policymaker #2). Fourth, participants suggested that
iCBT might be considered as a temporary solution com-
pared to in-person psychosocial support. For example,
one policymaker explained that it was currently the only
available option: “In the absence of psychological doctors
it can help, it can solve some of the problems, but cer-
tainly it is not the best method, presently there is no bet-
ter choice available, so it is the best” (Policymaker #1).
As a fifth concern, some participants expressed that
would be difficult to establish the credibility and qualifi-
cations of a healthcare provider online versus in-person.
Indeed, one postpartum woman raised this issue: “I don’t
know if that doctor is legitimate” (Perinatal woman #4).
The perceived qualifications of the professionals who
provide iCBT also influenced acceptance of the proposed
PDSM program. For example, one postpartum woman
said: “If there’s [a] qualified and licensed online doctor, I
can accept it” (Perinatal woman #5). Sixth, participants
discussed the challenges with respect to the significant
time investment required for training: “It takes several
years to train intervention diagnostic personnel, this is
the hurdle” (Policymaker #1). They warned that building
the health workforce will require substantial time stat-
ing, “It is not possible to train enough psychologists
within three or five years, even in ten years” (Policy-
maker #1). Finally, one participant commented that
follow-up after perinatal depression screening and diag-
nosis was inadequate and that she never received the re-
quired treatment: “But it’s just a review, and then there’s
nothing else... we recovered on our own” (Perinatal
woman #1).

Knowledge and perceptions of maternal mental health
services

According to participants, both maternal and child health
were goals that could be accomplished by prioritizing ma-
ternal mental health. This idea suggested readiness for the
PDSM program. For instance, one policymaker explained,
“It should be said that the degree of attention is very high,
we are the one of the first batch of National Childhood
Early Development pilot project bases... We attach great
importance to mental healthcare, and [are] fully aware of
its importance” (Policymaker #1). Another participant pri-
oritized maternal and child health above communicable
diseases such as tuberculosis (TB): “It's more important
than the TB issue” (Policymaker #2). Finally, one health-
care professional said that leaders are, “gradually paying
attention” (Healthcare provider #5) to maternal depression
and that leadership is vital for the effective implementa-
tion of PDSM.
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Instrumental barriers/challenges to treatment/
intervention

One participant explained the importance of interdiscip-
linary collaboration: “We have to rely on specialists in
psychiatry and neurology for diagnosis, and we may not
be able to do it ourselves” (Policymaker #2). The same
participant suggested that obstetrics and psychiatry
should work jointly to screen and treat depression,
drawing on their collective expertise to “establish a peri-
natal care Standard Operation Procedure” (Policymaker
#2). The logistics of this collaboration was questioned,
however, raising concerns about the complexity of this
process: “How [should we] combine our maternal and
Child Health Care Services with the Department of
psychiatry? Should the doctors in the Department of
Psychiatry provide training for our people or should they
participate in our work directly?” (Policymaker #2).

A policymaker voiced concern about mother’s adher-
ence to online psychosocial support: “Some pregnant
women may not do as they are supposed to do online,
and I worry that it won’t work or go awry” (Policymaker
#2). A healthcare provider shared a similar concern
about compliance: “I'm afraid that pregnant women
don’t have the patience and will skip to the last module
right away ...That is a very practical problem” (Health-
care provider #3). It was also recognized that efficacy
would likely be compromised by poor compliance.
Reflecting on the long-term commitment required for
treatment and the time it takes to see the benefits, par-
ticipants commented: “I feel like the Chinese... have no
patience. Everyone wants to do something with proven
effects. For example, if we give treatment, we say that
psychological counseling cannot have an effect with only
one counseling session, and then less people return for a
second session” (Healthcare provider #3). A healthcare
provider explained, “The curative effect prompts you to
come. I think so, or why else do people come? I'll come
if your treatment has an effect” (Healthcare provider #2).
Women who screen positively for depression may be re-
luctant to seek treatment as explained: “Slight depres-
sion, she always thinks, “I'm fine, then I didn’t have
much effect after I got counseling. I'm basically a normal
person. If she has this kind of thinking, she may not go
to treatment voluntarily” (Healthcare provider #2).

Although funding for screening is provided by the mu-
nicipal government, there were mixed responses about
who should pay for care. For example, one healthcare
provider stated: “[In] our city [the] government is paying
for it” (Healthcare provider #2). Another participant
said: “For screening, you might be able to have the gov-
ernment pay the bill” (Healthcare provider #1). However,
a healthcare provider explained that this was not the
case, and the patient paid for it out of pocket: “For treat-
ment, it may still be the patient who pays” (Healthcare
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provider #3). The reason for this variability was due to
diagnosis and treatment: “When you refer the patient to
be diagnosed at a rehabilitation facility with the Disabled
Persons’ Association, those treatments are free” (Health-
care provider #4). The cost of screening also varied, de-
pending on the stage of the pregnancy: “We charge 40
yuan for depression and anxiety together, 40 in the first
trimester, 40 in the second trimester, and free after
childbirth” (Healthcare provider #3).

Discussion

The study examined various aspects of the acceptability
and potential implementation of a perinatal depression
screening and management (PDSM) program in China.
Based on a series of interviews with mothers, family
members, health care providers, and policymakers, the
results indicate that a PDSM program would be readily
accepted and successful for mild to moderate depression,
but not severe depression. The success of the program
would be contingent, however, on the availability of ad-
equate and qualified human resources, and a detailed
protocol to ensure follow-up. Further, a thorough under-
standing of the context (socio-cultural, health care sys-
tem) is needed to guide the implementation of this
complex intervention within China’s Maternal and Child
Healthcare System. The results of this study also suggest
that various factors associated with the CFIR domains —
intervention, process, individuals involved, inner setting,
and out setting — that would facilitate a PDSM program
already exist in China.

Intervention, process, and individuals involved
Perinatal women were also amenable to screening, pro-
vided that such screening is aligned with the other ma-
ternal health services they access. Participants
emphasized the need to ensure quality measures, such as
hiring staff with appropriate qualifications, and ensuring
privacy and confidentiality. Despite these positive re-
sponses, some challenges may be encountered during
the process of implementation. Health behaviors, know-
ledge, and cultural beliefs about mental health may con-
tribute to the unwillingness of Chinese women to
participate in the intervention, thereby limiting its
“reach”. It will likely be important to utilize educational
components, to shift values and beliefs about mental
health for women and families in the perinatal period.
Perinatal women believe that an internet-based inter-
vention is flexible and can accommodate their numerous
commitments as caregivers. Initially, the researchers had
considered using a program that was developed and
tested in Australia, entitled MoodGYM, but difficulties
with server (slow speed) in the end precluded this op-
tion. Women had indicated acceptance concerning the
use of the WeChat platform and were adept at using this
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platform. Consequently, an internet-based program
based on principles of CBT but used the WeChat plat-
form (entitled Mom’s Good Mood) was developed and
implemented. It is important to establish both feasibility
and acceptance of iCBT platform. Technical feasibility
considerations include system performance and ease of
use of technology as this can impact initiation and/or
continued use of iCBT.

Inner and outer settings

The urbanized location and setting of a particular health-
care organization and how it is networked with other ex-
ternal organizations are important criteria for the success
of a PDSM program. Poor communication and unclear
pathways of referral between maternal and mental health
services would constitute significant barriers to the imple-
mentation of our PDSM program. It may be possible to
overcome these obstacles by establishing a means of track-
ing referrals, introducing standard operating procedures,
and transparent information sharing.

Identifying mothers’ needs and resource issues and ad-
dressing the barriers and facilitators to meet these needs
and issues are imperative. The healthcare providers and
policymakers identified challenges pertaining to health sys-
tem and infrastructure challenges but did not readily iden-
tify the concerns expressed by the pregnant and
postpartum women, such as time constraints and conflict-
ing caregiving responsibilities. Of all the stakeholder groups,
perinatal women conveyed the most reluctance towards the
proposed intervention. It is critical for planners to avoid a
top-down design, but instead include women’s voices in the
design of screening and treatment, to maximize the accept-
ance of the program to its beneficiaries.

Internal organizational design and leadership capacity is a
key construct in ‘readiness for implementation’. This con-
struct entails components such as leadership engagement
and available resources. Leadership engagement will facili-
tate the implementation of PDSM. The relevant leadership,
health care providers and policymakers were receptive to-
wards a prospective PDSM program, for the betterment of
maternal mental healthcare management. In contrast, there
was near unanimity about the need for additional staff and
human resource support. Considerable work remains prior
to implementation, and most poignantly to build a pool of
trained health workers capable of treating women who
screen positively for perinatal depression.

Limitations

There were three primary limitations to this study. Inter-
views were conducted in Chinese and there was the pos-
sibility that language and the intended meanings may
have been lost in translation. Efforts were made, how-
ever, to minimize this risk through triangulation and
member-checking. Second, this study adopted a
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qualitative approach. Although qualitative data provides
rich, detailed information, a mixed method approach
could be adopted in the future to assess the key ques-
tions posed in this study. Such a methodology would en-
able further triangulation of the current results. Finally,
this phase of the study was undertaken in Anhui province
which is a relatively underdeveloped region in China.
Hence, the extent to which these findings can be general-
ized to and across other regions in China may be limited.

Conclusions

Several conclusions are possible for PDSM [37] in the
context of China. Policymakers and healthcare providers
discussed their ideas about the timing and frequency of
screening and screening tools but did not explicitly ref-
erence evidence-based guidelines. There was a lack of
certainty among health leadership with regards to the
screening tools used, which implicates inconsistent use
of evidence across contexts. Resource constraints, par-
ticularly health personnel, may limit the uptake of
screening guidelines. Concerns also emerged among
health leaders about the health system’s capacity to meet
the extra demand for follow-up and treatment that
would result from organized screening. Thus, although
the literature suggests a strong need for mental health
assessment and care in the perinatal period [14, 38—40],
and that patients may receive significant benefit from
on-line and other treatments [16, 41-43], there are con-
siderable challenges to overcome in the delivery of these
services in China [21, 44].
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