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Development and Efficacy Evaluation of a Program to Prevent Postpartum

Depression in Mothers through Improvement of Fathers' Empathy Skills
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Abstract

Postpartum depression (PPD) is a significant perinatal health issue that affects not only maternal well-being but
also child development. A lack of postpartum support is a major risk factor, and paternal empathetic involvement
is considered a key factor in alleviating PPD symptoms. This study developed a one-time, online intervention
program aimed at enhancing fathers’ empathy skills and evaluated its effects on maternal PPD symptoms at three
months postpartum. A single-center, parallel-group, single-blind randomized controlled trial was conducted at Seirei
Hamamatsu General Hospital (Shizuoka, Japan). Participants were mother-father pairs, with the fathers receiving the
online intervention at one month postpartum. The intervention group received a web-based program including text,
two-frame comics, and self-reflection tasks designed to enhance empathy skills, while the control group received
general information about PPD. The primary outcome was the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS) score at
three months postpartum, and secondary outcomes included fathers’ empathy skills. A total of 262 couples consented
to participate, and 112 in the intervention group and 106 in the control group were analyzed. No significant differences
were found between groups in EPDS scores or fathers’ empathy skills at three months postpartum. However,
longitudinal analysis revealed that fathers’ empathy skills at one month postpartum were significantly associated with
maternal EPDS scores at three months postpartum, even after adjusting for confounders. These findings suggest that
while the one-time intervention did not prevent PPD, program modifications, such as increased session frequency and
content enhancement, may help improve paternal empathy and contribute to PPD prevention.



