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St. Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton researchers call for screening of bipolar 
disorder in pregnant and postpartum women 

 
 

Hamilton, ON - New research out of the Women’s Health Concerns Clinic at St. Joseph’s 

Healthcare Hamilton calls for earlier and standardized screening of Bipolar Spectrum disorders 

in pregnant and postpartum women.  

In a study published in the Journal of Clinical Psychiatry, clinical researchers Dr. Benicio Frey et 

al stress the effectiveness and sensitivity the Mood Disorders Questionnaire (MDQ) in being 

able to improve diagnosis and treatment of perinatal women. The study is the first to 

investigate the use of the MDQ as a screening tool for bipolar disorder in a community based 

population of pregnant and postpartum women.  

The MDQ in its traditional scoring can miss a significant proportion of women when screening 

due to the tool’s poor sensitivity, however in this new study, the researchers modified the MDQ 

using a cut score of 7 or more symptoms with no additional questions – finding the adjusted 

MDQ to be more sensitive and specific when screening for bipolar disorders.   

When it comes to screening for bipolar disorder in perinatal women, “the earlier the better – 

early detection means better outcomes for mothers and babies,” says Dr. Frey. 

Although untreated bipolar disorder is associated with poorer outcomes, bipolar disorder is 

often unrecognized and undiagnosed because of a lack of systematized assessment of 

symptoms in perinatal women on part of clinicians. “Endorsement of routine use of the MDQ in 

perinatal programs is strongly encouraged”. To put the need for screening in perspective, 

despite the prevalence of gestational diabetes (2%-6%) and bipolar disorder (4%) being so 

similar, women are routinely screened for gestational diabetes while providers largely fail to 

inquire about symptoms of mania/hypomania during pregnancy. 

 Postpartum bipolar disorder episodes tend to be associated with rapid onset - 

psychopathology, psychiatric symptoms, with risk for suicide and infanticide. Notably, suicide is 

the leading cause of maternal mortality accounting for 28% of maternal deaths and bipolar 

being the second leading psychiatric condition associated with completed suicide in women it is 

important that women are screened for bipolar disorder in order to proactively treat and 

manage the condition during their pregnancy.  



This was a collaborative study between the Women’s Health Concerns Clinic at St. Joseph’s 

Healthcare Hamilton, in Hamilton, Ontario; and the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioural 

Neurosciences at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario.  
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About Women’s Health Concerns Clinic at St. Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton: 

The Women's Health Concerns Clinic (WHCC) is situated at the Charlton Avenue site of St. Joseph's 

Healthcare Hamilton and is associated with the Faculty of Health Sciences, McMaster University and the 

Father Sean O'Sullivan Research Centre. The Women’s Health Concerns Clinic provides assessment, 

consultation and treatment for women who are experiencing mood problems related to the menstrual 

cycle, pregnancy, postpartum or menopause. The WHCC also conducts clinical and biological research in 

these areas. The WHCC team consists of psychiatrists, social workers, a nurse, a clinical psychologist, a 

mental health counselor, research and laboratory staff, and trainees. 

About St. Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton: 

For 121 years, St. Joseph’s Healthcare Hamilton has provided care for the community in a spirit of 

compassion, innovation, and commitment – a drive that has grown into a multi-site, regional, tertiary, 

academic health science centre. As a premier academic and research health care organization, SJHH 

commits to a difference in people’s lives and the future of the community, through integrated health 

services and internationally recognized programs. St. Joseph’s Healthcare is affiliated with the Faculty of 

Health Sciences at McMaster University and Mohawk College. The hospital is the regional lead for 

mental health and addiction services serving a collective population of almost two million people. For 

more information, visit www.stjoes.ca. 
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