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Introduction: Pregnancy is associated with multiple physiological changes. Anxiety, depres-

sion,  suicide, and consumption of psychoactive substances during gestation have been

phenomena rarely studied by Colombian academia. These disorders are among the prin-

cipal causes of maternal morbidity–mortality; however, the  presence of barriers to care

constitutes a  public health problem that must be studied.

Method: A  prospective longitudinal observational descriptive study was conducted, during

one year, with 166 pregnant women. The prevalence of these diseases was evaluated and

the  most significant supply and demand barriers were identified, for which a battery of

mental health measurement instruments was applied to identify the risk of consuming

psychoactive substances, depression, and anxiety.

Results: The most-frequent mental pathology was gestational depression, occurring in

57.22% of the sample; the  second most-frequent pathology was gestational anxiety, diag-

nosed in 46.98% of the patients. The disorder due to consumption of most-frequent

substances was smoking; followed by  cannabis and alcohol. Access barriers, both in supply

and demand, were present in most of the population; 53.01% of the pregnant women  were

not  evaluated by psychology. The principal supply barrier was not  assigning appointments

or,  failing that, these were assigned for a  very distant date.
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Conclusions: A  clear relationship exists among depression and anxiety, number of children

and  age, and supply barriers and access to specialized mental health care. Our findings sug-

gest a  high frequency of access barriers in the gestating population with mental pathology.

©  2023 Published by Elsevier España, S.L.U. on behalf of Asociación Colombiana de

Psiquiatrı́a.

Barreras  de acceso  a servicios  de  salud  mental  en  gestantes  con  patología
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Introducción: El embarazo se asocia con cambios fisiológicos. La ansiedad, la depresión,

el  suicidio y  el consumo de sustancias psicoactivas durante la gestación han sido fenó-

menos  escasamente estudiados en Colombia. Estos trastornos son una de  las principales

causas de morbimortalidad materna; sin embargo, la presencia de  barreras para la atención,

constituyen una problemática de salud pública que debe ser estudiada.

Método: Se ejecutó un estudio descriptivo observacional longitudinal prospectivo, durante

un  año, con 166 gestantes. Se evaluó la prevalencia de estas enfermedades, y  se identificaron

las barreras de  oferta y  demanda más significativas, para ello se aplicó una batería de  instru-

mentos de  medición de  salud mental para  identificar el riesgo de consumo de sustancias

psicoactivas, depresión y ansiedad.

Resultados: La depresión gestacional ocurrió en el 57,22% de la muestra; la  ansiedad gesta-

cional  se presentó en el  46,98% de las pacientes. El trastorno por consumo de  sustancias más

frecuentes fue el  tabaquismo; seguido del cannabis y el alcohol. Se presentaron barreras de

acceso  en la mayoría de  la población. El 53,01% de  las gestantes no fueron valoradas por

psicología. La principal barrera de oferta fue el no agendamiento de  citas.

Conclusiones: Existe una relación entre depresión y  ansiedad, número de  hijos y  edad, y

barreras de oferta y  acceso a  atención especializada en salud mental. Nuestros hallazgos

sugieren una alta frecuencia de  barreras de acceso en la población gestante con enfermedad

mental.
©  2023 Publicado por Elsevier España, S.L.U. en nombre de Asociación Colombiana de

Psiquiatrı́a.

Introduction

Pregnancy is associated with physiological and psychologi-
cal changes.1 In Colombia, anxiety occurs in 24.8–61.4% of
pregnant women; while depression affect 24.6–40.07% of this
population.2,3 Gestation has been described as  a  risk factor
for depression, consumption of psychoactive substances, anx-
iety, and suicide.1 Although these disorders are among the
principal causes of maternal morbidity–mortality in Colombia,
their precise prevalence and incidence is unknown. To date,
gestational psychiatric conditions have been an anecdotal
topic in national academia. The National Study on Psychoac-
tive Substance Consumption reported a  rise in the global use
of illegal substances in the general population, going from
8.8% to 12.2%. A 3.2% increase was also reported in cocaine
consumption. Marihuana is  the psychoactive substance most
consumed in the country, with Antioquia and the Coffee
Region being the most-affected areas.4

Mental disease during the peri-gestational period is asso-
ciated with complications, like preeclampsia, infections,
miscarriage, placental abruption, preterm labor, neurodevel-
opmental malformations and alterations.5 Multiple tools have

been proposed for the timely diagnosis of these disorders. The
Edinburgh Post-natal Depression Scale (EPDS),6 Beck’s Anxiety
Inventory,7 and the Alcohol, Smoking and Substance Involve-
ment Screening Test (ASSIST) are the most-representative
examples.8 Despite international indications, these instru-
ments are not applied during usual prenatal control, thus,
mental pathologies are underdiagnosed during pregnancy.1

Although the  national healthcare model establishes a  focus
based on universality, solidarity, and equity, timely approach
to mental disease is  limited. Supply and demand barriers have
been described that configure a  complex situation for  national
public health.9,10 This study was conducted to estimate the
incidence of these conditions in  a  population screened in a pri-
mary  care center monitored during six months to identify the
most-frequent supply and demand barriers in the  gestating
population.

Materials  and  methods

An observational study with a prospective longitudinal
descriptive design was conducted in 2022. The research was
endorsed by the bioethics and research committee of the
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Table 1 – Sociodemographic characterization of the pregnant women.

Variables Categories n %

Socioeconomic level 0  2  1.2
1 93  56.0
2 53  31.9
3 15  9.0
4 or 5  3  1.8

Healthcare regime Subsidized  163 98.2
Contributive 3  1.8

EPS (health provider entity) Nueva  EPS 86  51.8
Asmet Salud 63  38.0
Sura 10  6.0
Without EPS 5  3.0
Mutualser 1  0.6
Codsalud 1  0.6

Transportation means Automobile 21  12.7
Bus 77  46.4
Taxi 10  6.0
Motorcycle 28  16.9
On foot 29  17.5
Uber 1  0.6

Nationality Colombian 121 72.9
Venezuelan 45 27.1

Type of housing House  133 80.1
Apartment 1  0.6
Studio apartment 22  13.3
Invasion 10  6.0

Residence Own 47  28.3
Rented 119 71.7

Marital status Single  42  25.3
Married 13  7.8
Common law  111 66.9

Alexander von Humboldt University and the  research com-
mittee of the primary healthcare institution after confirming
compliance with all the guidelines of the Helsinki Declara-
tion. The screened population was  obtained from a  primary
care center located in  the southern part of the city of Arme-
nia, Quindío (Colombia). The research subjects were pregnant
women who  attended prenatal check-ups during the  first six
months of the year. In this study, confirmed pregnancy was
defined as one that was  verified by transvaginal or trans-
abdominal obstetric ultrasound accompanied by a  positive
quantitative or qualitative serum hCG test. The population
that met  the inclusion criteria described below was  followed
by the research team for six months. Closed telephone inter-
views were conducted over six months to identify supply and
demand access barriers. The access barriers were defined and
classified based on studies conducted by Hernández et  al.,
Bran piedraita et  al. and Kissoon et al.9–11

The population was selected through non-probabilistic
sampling of consecutive cases. Inclusion criteria for follow-up
and analysis were: 1. Moderate to high risk of PAS consump-
tion (moderate for alcohol: 11–26; moderate risk for other
substances: 14–26; high risk of consumption: >27); 2. Risk of
depression, according to the Edinburgh scale (>10); and risk
of anxiety (Beck’s Inventory >16 for pregnant women, accord-
ing to figures validated by a  study carried out in  Medellín).
Given the lack of specific cut-off points for pregnant women;

anxiety was  sub-classified according with the values used in
the general population (mild: 0–16; moderate: 22–35; severe:
≥36); 3. Having received at least three follow-up sessions by the
research team; 4. Not having died, aborted, or abandoned the
city during the course of the study; 5. The study did  not con-
sider participants under the age of consent, women  previously
diagnosed with any mental disorder as  indicated in  the DSM-
V, or  pregnant women  under psychiatric treatment, guided by
a professional, at the  time of the initial assessment. Also, the
study excluded patients previously diagnosed with any disor-
der associated with consumption of psychoactive substances.

Recruitment was carried out from Monday to Friday dur-
ing six months. Prior to selecting the  population, four general
medicine physicians, unrelated to the  research, performed
routine prenatal check-ups. After the usual care, research
aides assigned, supervised by three main researchers, invited
the pregnant women to participate in the study. Previously
trained support staff obtained the  informed consent and col-
lected the sociodemographic variables of interest (Table 1).
Beck’s Anxiety Inventory, the ASSIST scale and the Edinburgh
Postpartum Depression Scale were applied. In case of being
screened as  positive, the research leader, the head nurse of the
care facility and the treating physician were notified. The sam-
ple with moderate to high risk of PAS consumption (ASSIST
>11 for alcohol; >14 for other substances), risk of depression
(Edinburgh scale >10) or risk of anxiety (Beck’s Inventory >16)
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Table 2 – Incidence proportions for anxiety and gestational depression.

Pathology n % Proportion 95% CI

Beck >16 (gestational anxiety) 78  46.98 0.470 0.39–0.53
Mild anxiety 118 70.48 0.711 0.66–0.76
Moderate anxiety 40  24.09 0.241 0.18–0.30
Severe anxiety 8 4.8 0.048 0.011–0.069
Gestational depression 95  57.22 0.572 0.50–0.64

Note:  Mild anxiety is  considered as the manifestation of isolated symptoms with this disorder without significant clinical connotation.

was  referred to  psychiatry and psychology. The sample of
interest was given a  physical copy of the informed consent,
explaining their rights and duties, and specifying the contact
information in case they wished to  withdraw from the study.
Thereafter, the consents were transferred to be digitized and
kept by the team leader in  an  institutional bank.

Descriptive analyses were performed with frequencies and
percentages for qualitative variables. For quantitative vari-
ables, normality tests were performed with the Shapiro–Wilk
statistic, and correlations between the different variables of
interest were analyzed using the  Spearman’s Rho method. The
statistical analysis was  conducted with the Statistical Package
for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program,  version 28  CUE License
and R-Studio.

Results

The study screened 226 patients; however, it excluded 60
pregnant women. Motives for exclusion were: 1. Inability to
maintain contact, 2. Insufficient number of follow-ups, 3.
Abortion or delivery prior to three follow-ups, and 4. Change
of city. In all, 166 pregnant women complied with the crite-
ria designated to be analyzed. Mean age was  26 years, ranging
from 18 to  46 years of age (95% CI 25.14–27.01; SD 6.10). The
patients had an  average of four follow-ups (95% CI 4.48–4.88;
SD 1.32). Most of the population experienced barriers against
access to specialized mental health care; 138 females were not
assessed by psychiatry during follow-up (95% CI  0.78–0.88; SE
0.02), 24 patients were seen only once (95% CI 0.10–017; SE 0.02)
and only four pregnant women  had adequate clinical follow-
up (95% CI 0.01–0.03; SE 0.01); 93 patients experienced supply
barriers (95% CI 0.49–0.63; SD 0.03) and 60 experienced demand
barriers (95% CI 0.30–0.41; SE 0.01) (Table 2).

The most-frequent mental pathology was gestational
depression, which occurred in  57.22% of the sample studied
(95% CI 0.50–0.64; SD 0.04); followed by gestational anxiety,
defined in Hispanic population as a score >16  in Beck’s Inven-
tory, which was  diagnosed in 46.98% of the patients (95% CI
0.39–0.53; SD 0.03). Considering the classic classification of
Beck’s Inventory for anxiety, 24.09% of the mothers were clas-
sified with moderate condition (95% CI 0.18–0.30; SD 0.03),
and severe in 4.8% (95% CI 0.011–0.069; SD 0.01) (Table 2). Psy-
choactive substance consumption was evaluated through the
ASSIST scale, classifying its use as mild or not employed, mod-
erate and severe. Smoking, cannabis, and alcohol were the
substances consumed most (Table 3).

Access barriers, of supply and demand, occurred in most
of the population. It was corroborated that, although the 166
patients had indications to be  evaluated by psychology and

psychiatry, 138 patients were not seen by the doctor special-
ized in mental health during the course of the follow-up (95%
CI: 0.78–0.88; SD 0.02); 24 patients were seen once (95% CI:
0.10–0.17; SD 0.02) and only four patients had clinical follow-
up (95% CI: 0.01–0.03; SD: 0.01). Assessments by psychology,
although more  frequent, experienced marked deficiencies;
53.01% of the pregnant women were not assessed by psychol-
ogy (95% CI: 0.50–0.56; SD 0.03); 23.49% had one visit (95%
CI: 0.20–0.26; SD 0.03); 12.65% had two evaluations (95% CI:
0.05–0.17; SD 0.07); 7.23% had three (95% CI:0.06–0.08; SD 0.01);
3.01% had four evaluations (95% CI: 0.02–0.04; SD: 0.01); and
0.6%, equivalent to one patient, had follow-up during five  con-
trol sessions (95% CI: 0.001–0.011; SD 0.005). Supply barriers
were reported by 93 patients (95% CI 0.49–0.63; SD 0.03) and
demand barriers by 60  (95% CI 0.30–0.41; SD 0.01). The princi-
pal supply barrier was  that the patient had not been scheduled
an appointment, or had been scheduled for a  much later date;
this barrier occurred in 48.79% of the pregnant women  (95%
CI: 0.41–0.55; SD: 0.03) (Table 4).

Analyses with Spearman correlations found significant
relationships among the age of pregnant women  and number
of children (r = 0.608, p < 0.01), depression and anxiety (r = 0.475,
p  < 0.01), number of psychology and psychiatry consultations
(r = 0.472, p < 0.01), and between supply barriers and psychiatry
consultations (r = 0.173, p < 0.05).

Likewise, association analyses were conducted among the
different mental-health outcomes (depression, anxiety, and
PAS consumption) with the sociodemographic variables, but
no associated factors were found (p > 0.05); this may be due to
the small sample size. Associations were analyzed between
the supply and demand barriers with the mental-health out-
comes, but associated factors were also not found (p > 0.05).

Discussion

The incidence of gestational depression reported herein coin-
cides with the evidence provided by national studies, like that
by Ricardo-Ramírez et al. However, it exceeds that reported by
Osma-Zambrano et al., in 2019, despite the fact that age and
baseline characteristics of both populations were similar (24.8
years vs. 26 years).2,3 The incidence of depression reported
by  our group exceeds the figures from 7.4% to 12.8% reported
in systematic reviews.12 A study in  Bucaramanga (Colombia)
reports a  prevalence of 25.8% for gestational anxiety, while
in our population it was present in 46.98%. Nevertheless, care
should be taken when interpreting these data, given that most
of the population assessed belonged to economically vulnera-
ble groups; due to the lack of heterogeneity in  socioeconomic
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Table 3 – Percentage distribution of consumption of psychoactive substances.

Variables Categories n  %

Tobacco Mild  114 68.7
Moderate 50  30.1
Severe 2 1.0

Alcoholic beverages Mild  136 81.9
Moderate 29  17.5
Severe 1 0.6

Cannabis Mild 132 79.5
Moderate 33  19.9
Severe 1 0.6

Cocaine Mild 151 91.0
Moderate 14  8.4
Severe 1 0.6

Amphetamines Mild 162 97.6
Moderate 4 2.4
Severe 0 0.0

Inhalants Mild 160 96.4
Moderate 6 3.6
Severe 0 0.0

Tranquilizers Mild 154 92.8
Moderate 11  6.6
Severe 1 0.6

Hallucinogens Mild 160 96.4
Moderate 5 3.0
Severe 1 0.6

Opiates Mild 163 98.2
Moderate 2 1.2
Severe 1 0.6

Other Mild 162 97.6
Moderate 4 2.4
Severe 0 0.0

Note: Mild consumption is defined as  use that is not  clinically relevant or the absence of consumption.

Table 4 – Percentage distribution of barriers experienced during care.

Supply barriers n  % Supply barriers/behavior n %

Despite going was not
attended.

8  4.8 Personal neglect. 31  18.2

Had to wait >45 min.  0  0  Thought it  was not necessary. 26  15.66
The hours of  attention were

not suited to their needs.
9  5.42 Was afraid of being treated or being

diagnosed with something.
3  1.8

The EPS or  IPS required
many procedures.

20  12.04 Concerned about what people say about
receiving care from mental health
services.

2  1.2

An appointment was
scheduled. Or it was
scheduled for a  much
later date.

81  48.79 Did not believe they could help her. 7 4.2

EPS staff said they could not
cover or authorize care.

8  4.8 Does not  trust the doctors who were
going to treat her.

1  7.2

Had nowhere to go. 5  3.01 Did not want to go. 12  7.2
The care site was far away. 8  4.8 Did not have time. 25  15.06
Attention was poor. 8 4.8 Did not know where the service was

provided.
4  2.4

Received treatment before
and it  did not  work.

2  1.2  Did not know of  the  right to go. 0 0

Despite having gone  before,
the doctor told her that
he will not return.

7  4.2 Had no  money  to pay for expenses related
with care.

7  4.2
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level, it is not possible to establish a  significant association
between economic factors and perinatal pathology.3 Notwith-
standing, global literature has reported a bidirectional causal
relationship between poverty and mental pathology.13–15 The
incidence of gestational depression found in our population
exceeds that described in Chilean studies that described 30%
incidence for anxiety and gestational depression.16

Unlike other authors, we found no association between
depression and psychoactive substance consumption. We also
did not evidence that number of children was a protective fac-
tor for the mental pathologies studied. This may be due to the
small sample size that does not permit establishing clear asso-
ciations. As in multiple national and international studies, our
study found a  clear relationship between anxiety and depres-
sion, this is supported by a  metanalysis and systematic review
elaborated by Nisar et  al.,17 and studies conducted by Tang
et al.18 and Mikšić  et al.1 In industrialized countries, the preva-
lence of anxiety and depression is  15.6% during the prenatal
period and 19.8% during the postnatal period.19 A study held
in Peru validated the Edinburgh scale and Beck’s Inventory in
Hispanic population, finding slightly lower figures.20

This study found a  statistically significant association
between the age of the pregnant women and number of chil-
dren, which permits evaluating important sociodemographic
data for the national population. Our work is the first  Colom-
bian study that evaluates the frequency of supply and demand
barriers in pregnant women with risk of anxiety, depression,
or disorder due to substance consumption. High frequency
of access barriers was found; 93 patients experienced supply
barriers and 60 reported demand barriers, which represent a
serious finding; 138 patients were not evaluated by psychiatry
and/or psychology despite having a  medical indication. Find-
ings such as these are contrary to the comprehensive health
care model and policies, which indicate the priority pregnant
women have.21 Given that the majority of the  population stud-
ied in our work is  registered with the Nueva EPS, Sura, and
Asmet Salud, we cannot establish associations or correlations
between supply and demand barriers with a given entity; the
authors consider that this behavior could be shared among
the multiple health provider entities in the region.

Our findings support that access barriers are directly cor-
related with inequities in  the care provided to  users; as posed
by Hernández et  al., the national insurance model, despite
establishing an  approach based on universality, solidarity, and
equity, real access does not agree with the potential.9 It is likely
that coping strategies could help to minimize complications
during the gestational period in relation with the attenua-
tion of symptoms of anxiety and depression18; however, in the
population for this study, during surveillance, access barriers
were found, so they did not receive interventions or  coping
strategies. Our study evidences marked shortcomings in the
national insurance system. The work presented demonstrates
that the real access to  specialized mental health services is  not
adequate. The long-term effects that this problem can bring
onto the economy and national health must be studied.

Conclusions

The pregnant women studied in  Armenia, Quindío, have a  high
risk of depression, anxiety, and psychoactive substance con-
sumption. The group studied experienced a  clear relationship
among depression and anxiety, number of children and age,
and supply barriers and access to specialized mental health
care. Our findings evidence the high frequency of access barri-
ers in a  vulnerable population. Studies with greater statistical
power and heterogeneity are  required to  know the effects of
this problem, establishing correlations and clear associations
between sociodemographic variables and gestational men-
tal pathology. The authors propose optimizing compliance
with policies and comprehensive care models in the coun-
try in vulnerable population with risk of depression, anxiety,
and psychoactive substance consumption, besides developing
strategies to decrease tobacco and cannabis consumption in
pregnant women.
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