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ACCESS TO PSYCHOLOGICAL THERAPIES

• Increasing access to evidence-based 

psychological support and therapy

• Maternity outreach clinics will 

integrate maternity, reproductive 

health and psychological therapy for 

women experiencing mental health 

difficulties directly arising from, or 

related to, the maternity experience. 

NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019) 



LISTENING TO WOMEN AFTER CHILDBIRTH

• Picture of book ‘The narratives used throughout this book are anonymous 

accounts, they are an accumulation of the stories and themes 

that we have heard reflected back over many years’.

‘We have written this book because women’s experiences 

matter.  Women's stories matter.  Women matter.  We owe 

them the time and the courage to hear what they have to say’

Brodrick and Williamson (2020)



WHAT WE SAY,  HOW WE SAY IT…MATTERS

• To debrief or not to debrief post-partum?

• Trauma is in the eye of the beholder (Beck 2004)

• Women have a strong need to have their 

story heard. (Gamble 2004; Baxter 2014)

• Active listening can be therapeutic and 

evidence that a stepped care model for 

women who themselves perceive their birth 

as traumatic (Meades et al 2011; Sheen and Slade 2015)
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PSYCHOLOGICAL ADJUSTMENT POST-PARTUM
UNDERSTANDING WHAT IS NORMAL 
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HOW TO ‘DEFUSE’

• LISTEN-active listening

• Avoid ‘the righting reflex’ (Miller & Rollnick 

2004)

• EXPLAIN

• Simple explanations, jargon-free

• Avoid labelling her birth 

• Avoid emotive language 

• ‘you got here just in time’ 

• Encoded as ‘I nearly lost my baby because I 

didn’t seek help quickly enough’

• ‘we recognized that he needed some help 

and that is why we needed to…its not 

unusual for babies to react like this but 

they are resilient and your baby is 

absolutely fine’ 



HOW TO ‘DEFUSE’

• NORMALISE-feelings

• Provide reassurance that flashbacks and 

nightmares whilst upsetting show that 

her brain is trying to make sense of 

events

• Constant rumination is also common.

• Should be significantly reduced/stopped 

by 6 weeks

• NORMALISE-Events

• PPH-very common narrative

• ‘yes you lost more than is usual but this 

is not uncommon…we are all trained in 

what we do and we have lots of 

experience of it…it happens quickly and 

that can feel frightening but you were 

always safe…’



HOW TO ‘DEFUSE’

• Its ok to not feel ok

• Validate her experience-if she still feels like 

this at 6-8 weeks explain that services are 

available. 

• Avoid signposting to any other services at 

this point 

• Majority of women will assimilate their 

birth experience into their existing view of 

the world

Women can experience personal 

growth, a greater appreciation of 

life and positive changes to 

functioning following a 

stressful/traumatic birth (Ayers 2017; Joseph 

& Linley 2006)



‘Shame hates it when we reach 

out and tell our story.  It hates 

having words wrapped around 

it…it can’t survive being 

shared…Trust me when I tell 

you that shame and fear can’t 

tolerate that kind of powerful 

connection surging between 

people’ (Brene Brown 2010 pp 10-11) 



Women are best served when a psychological understanding of 

trauma, and the ability to listen and show compassion, is woven 

into the fabric of maternity services at all levels so women can be 

having the right conversations at the right time. 
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