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I dedicate this labour of love to the woman who took
a piece of my heart when she left. I dedicate this
book to my mother, Rahimah. You showed me it all.
The mother of all mothers. I hope you’re proud.






Author’s note

Processing difficult birth experiences can be challenging, and some readers might find parts of the content of this book triggering. I have added an asterisk to the sections that contain potentially sensitive content to allow you the opportunity to pause, if you need to, or to read on with caution.

The case studies and personal stories you will read in this book (including my own) are the experiences and thoughts of real people, many of them my clients, and are used with their permission. To protect their privacy, names and identifying features have been changed.

The information and advice in this book may not be suitable for everyone and is not intended to be a substitute for medical advice. You should consult a midwife or doctor on any matters that may require diagnosis or medical attention.




preface:
this book is for you

From the moment we are born, one of our biggest wishes is to be heard. As babies, we cry; as toddlers, we might throw ourselves on the floor in rage; as adults, we might post cryptically on social media. Throughout our lives, this need shows up in different ways, but the desire is always there: as human beings, we need to be listened to, to be validated and to be understood.

Pregnancy, childbirth and early parenthood are some of the most transformational mind and body experiences we can ever undertake. Often, though, we aren’t afforded the time and space to reflect on, and reframe, those experiences. The pressure to adjust, to be OK, to ignore any difficult emotions and to ‘get on with it’ can be stifling.

Perhaps you have picked this book up out of a need to feel seen and understood, to feel validated in your experience and less alone. Whatever you are feeling right now – whether your birthing plan had to be thrown out of the window or your birth was straightforward – I can assure you that you are not alone. If you recognise yourself, or a loved one, in one or more of the scenarios listed overleaf, The Birth Debrief is here to help.

So, if you feel that:


•your pregnancy and birth experiences were never validated or taken seriously;

•you were not an active participant in your birth experience;

•you weren’t listened to in your pregnancy and birth experience;

•your pain or concerns were dismissed by healthcare professionals;

•parenthood has affected your relationship;



this book is for you.

If you are:


•struggling to make peace with what happened during your birth experience;

•wondering how to have an empowering birth experience;

•worried about having more children following a difficult previous pregnancy or birthing experience;

•wondering if your feelings around your birth are just you ‘being silly’, ‘overreacting’ or ‘being ungrateful’, and that there can’t be any more to it than that;

•accustomed to ‘getting on with it’ and ‘don’t want to make a fuss’;

•grieving the pregnancy or birth you didn’t have;



this book is for you.

If you have:


•ever doubted your ability to give birth;

•ever compared your birthing experience to someone else’s;

•ever felt that your birthing experience was taken away from you;

•been left with feelings of guilt following your birthing experience;

•felt unseen since you became a parent;

•felt guilty about not being able to breastfeed;

•ever felt undermined in, or guilty about, your parenting choices;



this book is for you.

This book is also for you if you are a partner, friend, family member or ‘tribe member’ of someone you know, or suspect, has had a difficult birth experience (whether recently or in the distant past). Perhaps you attended a birth and came away from the experience with a host of uncomfortable feelings, which you have not yet processed. I want you to know two things: first, I am glad you are here. And second, this book is for you.




introduction

I never saw myself here. I had planned to welcome my baby in the comfort of my home. Instead I found myself in a sterile labour room, shell-shocked and unable to find even simple words to express myself, let alone get my head around what had just happened. Minutes earlier, via emergency caesarean section, I had delivered a beautiful, healthy baby girl. Yet, despite the jubilant, congratulatory tones of the medical staff, my birthing partner and my husband, the joy and excitement I expected to feel at bringing this life into the world somehow failed to materialise. Instead, an empty void gaped inside me, leaving me bewildered and numb. The whole experience had left me feeling unseen, unheard and unsupported. Here I was, a qualified midwife who – during my own clinical and private practice – had guided countless women through their birthing experiences, yet I had not contemplated the possibility that giving birth to my own, much-wanted, much-loved, child would overwhelm me with feelings of guilt, failure and despair. I had also never anticipated feeling so isolated.

But with the voices of well-wishers ringing in my ears and a new, helpless little one to take care of, I quickly pushed these feelings down and focused my attention on my precious baby. I didn’t know it yet, but those feelings had sprung from multiple traumas suffered before and during my daughter’s birth. They continued to resurface, almost robbing me of the joy that new parenthood should bring, until I accepted that something was wrong and sought help. That was one of the best decisions I could have made for myself and for my family. Acknowledging, processing and healing from those traumas would have a huge effect on my professional practice. Ultimately, it would change the trajectory of my life and career.

Why I wrote this book

Childbirth is amazing and miraculous – and thankfully, for the majority of women in the UK it remains very safe. But it can also leave women feeling a range of emotions that can feel conflicting, especially if things did not go to plan. And let’s be real – some women, even if they are happy to be mothers, would still describe their births as traumatic. And they wouldn’t be wrong: post-partum birth injuries – both physical and psychological – affect approximately 1 in 20 birthing parents each year in the UK. And those are only the diagnosed cases. Many more do not even report their symptoms, suggesting that the true figure may be much higher. I wrote this book because I want to let you know that if you are one of those who is suffering right now, I see you. You are not alone.

A fundamental aim of this book is to empower women and birthing people of all backgrounds to take control of their experiences, to feel seen and centred during their pregnancies and births; to normalise conversations around birth trauma and healing; and to unpack the nuances that are associated with birth. Though the physical recovery from childbirth can take time and is no small matter, time and time again, I have found that it’s the lack of advocacy, autonomy, control and consent, rather than the physical aspects of the birth, that contribute to the types of trauma that linger, robbing parents of their enjoyment of parenthood.

The unpredictable nature of pregnancy and birth can make many women feel as though they have lost control of their personhood. Through this book I want to teach you how to take back your autonomy and make the choices – throughout pregnancy, birth and beyond – that are right for you. Part of my work involves providing safety, holding space and listening. I also wrote this book to help you feel seen, and to support you with practical, tried-and-tested tools to help, encourage and empower you on your journey through pregnancy, birth and beyond – and towards healing, if your experience was a difficult one.

As a midwife, a qualified hypnobirthing instructor, a debrief facilitator, a wife, a mother, a blogger and a fierce advocate for positive birth, I have facilitated hundreds of birth debriefs and have a passion for empowering women during pregnancy and childbirth. In supporting women during their birth experiences, as well as processing my own difficult one, I have first-hand knowledge of both sides of the delivery room – the highs and the lows, the good and the bad. I believe that good antenatal education can really make a difference to your pregnancy and birth story, and can help you to have a positive experience, whether or not things go as planned. I realised that if I, with all my expertise and training, had still experienced trauma during my pregnancy and birth, then how many other birthing people needed support to help them process their own birth experiences?

Eventually I left clinical practice and set up my own private practice, Mixing Up Motherhood, offering private birth debriefing and hypnobirthing sessions. I also began blogging as a way to chronicle my own journey, and support and validate the experiences of other women as they acknowledged, processed and healed from their pregnancy, birth and post-partum experiences. As my Instagram following grew, I became inundated with direct messages from women who wanted to share their birthing stories with me. I saw this as confirmation that I was on the right path. I was spurred on by a need to help women and birthing people make sense of their experiences. At the same time, I noticed that they (and their partners) seemed to need permission to let all their ‘negative’ feelings out in a safe space. They needed a space where they and their parenting would not be judged, but understood. They needed help to sort through the tangle of emotions they were feeling, to reframe those emotions in a way that helped them move forward with their lives, so they could fully enjoy their relationships and parenting. I could see that I was making a profound difference, and my practice became, and continues to be, a calling – a vocation.

What’s in the book

I’ve divided the book into four parts to help you identify where a birth debrief might be useful to you as you navigate your way through pregnancy, labour and birth and the post-partum period. Part 1 explains the fundamentals of birth debriefing: what it is, how and why you might need one, who else might need one, and how to access one. It also explores the nature of, and treatment for, birth trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), why we don’t talk about them enough, and why that needs to change.

Part 2 covers a few of the all-too-prevalent, non-physical issues around interactions with medical staff, as contributors to birth trauma, that routinely crop up in my debriefs, and explores how better, more mindful communication can help lead to a more empowered pregnancy and help prevent birth trauma. Part 3 explores some of the hurdles postnatal recovery might throw in your way, and aims to normalise the non-linear nature of post-partum recovery as well as some of the difficult emotions that you may feel as you heal. Part 4 is all about adjusting to life beyond the fourth trimester: it offers tips on finding and embracing your new identity as a parent, and how to parent in empowering ways that work for you – even if they go against societal norms.

At the end of each chapter, there is a chance to pause and think about what you have just read, and to journal your reactions. Look at these ‘debrief deep dives’ as an invitation to reflect on your experience, perhaps to see it from a new perspective, one that can empower you to own your experience and move forward. These deep dives include guided exercises, questions to think about, and tips. These are intended to help you think about the things you might put in place to support you during pregnancy, birth and the early post-partum stage. If you are at (or have passed) those stages and are wishing that things had gone differently, the deep dives will inspire you to find a way to reframe your post-partum and parenting experience and to consider how you want things to be from this point forward.

I have also included a number of affirmations in each chapter, which I encourage you to incorporate into your day. Or you can write out some of your own, if you wish. Whether or not you have used them before, I can tell you that affirmations – spoken aloud, with conviction and, most importantly, consistently – do work. As we are using affirmations to reframe our thinking, I find that positive declarations spoken in the present tense work best, as they imprint on your mind the conditions you want to see in the present time, not at some far-off date in the future.

I have also included strategies for coping with some big emotions, such as grief, shame and loss. In some chapters, I have set specific exercises for you to do. You may decide to do all the exercises, none, or the ones you feel are helpful – it’s your choice – but you will get the maximum benefit from the book if you approach the exercises with an open mind and actually do them. To assist you, there are blank pages in each chapter where you can write down your thoughts and feelings about what you have read. You may prefer to purchase a separate notebook or journal for this. At the back of the book is a list of helpful resources, should you require additional support.

A little help from my friends

My husband probably wouldn’t agree, but I am keenly aware of the fact that I don’t know everything! So I asked some of my most trusted friends and colleagues to share their insights in this book. Their professional contributions are integrated within several chapters. As experts in breastfeeding, physiotherapy, relationships, maternal mental health, PTSD and neonatal intensive care unit (NICU) care, they hold a wealth of knowledge in their respective fields. Their insights bring clarity and invaluable information to some challenging topics covered in this book, and I am honoured that they shared their knowledge and wisdom here.

I also include personal and clinical experiences, and case studies by people who have generously agreed to share their lived experiences and their journeys through many of the scenarios I describe in this book. These all add diverse, unique levels of insight, knowledge and perspectives I could not have provided on my own.

You may find some of the material challenging. When we read something that we find painful or difficult, it’s natural to recoil from it, become defensive or angry, to shut down and/or dismiss it. But reframing these feelings not as enemies but as indicators that we need to look at something more deeply might be a better solution. Sometimes just acknowledging, and then sitting with, the discomfort of difficult feelings is exactly what is required to finally face them, voice them, and work through them. I would not expect you to put yourself in a situation that re-traumatises you in any way, however – your emotional and physical safety is paramount. So if there is something you find particularly difficult, stop, breathe deeply, take a break if you need to, reach out for support. Consider working through any strong emotions with a counsellor or therapist – but when you’re ready, pick up this book again and keep going. You deserve to be physically and emotionally well, to heal, and to enjoy your life, wherever you are on the childbirth continuum.

I hope this book will help you on that journey. Not everything will apply to you, but there will be many things that will, and I invite you to sit with the full range of your emotions and, in a safe way, express them as they are.

Self-care is political

Parts of this book are blatantly political. I make no apology for this. Followers of my Instagram page will know that I strongly believe that motherhood and expectations around birthing are political. Twenty-first-century motherhood is wrapped up in patriarchal influence and social media bombardment. Societal expectations suggest that mothering is instinctive – what women were created to do – so harbouring ‘non-maternal’ feelings or struggling in any way with parenthood feels like a sign of weakness or failure, rather than a normal human response to a high-stress situation. This pressure to be OK and to not respond openly to stress can lead to many mothers feeling silenced and unable to express their honest feelings about birth and motherhood – with far-reaching consequences for their wellbeing, as well as their partner’s and children’s. I view honest and open self-expression, whatever you’re feeling, as a necessary form of self-care, which – to borrow from the famous quote by Audre Lorde – is as political as it gets.

While this book is for all birthing people, whatever your background or experience, as a Black woman directly affected by issues of racism in the medical field, I will always call out racial disparities when I see them. So this book also highlights the additional trauma Black and Brown women are subjected to when pregnant and during labour and birthing. It is extremely important that birth workers, healthcare workers and laypersons are aware of just how pervasive racism is, and how it affects our birthing population.

Though I understand that this might feel uncomfortable for readers who would rather not think about race, I want to make it clear that this book is for all women and birthing people. I am not trying to minimise the experiences of white women; rather, I am amplifying the experiences of Black and Brown women and other women of colour, who have regularly been marginalised in the medical system. I encourage you to engage with the material in these chapters, even if it does not affect you directly. Try to understand the issues at play and empathise with other birthing people who may not share your privilege. You may even find yourself in the position of being able to act as an ally for someone, and become an agent for positive change.


Note to healthcare professionals

To the many respected and valued maternity healthcare professionals, who do the most amazing work under unfathomable pressures – I salute you. I cover some challenging topics in this book, and have not shied away from highlighting the shortcomings within our profession. I say ‘our’ because I see you too. I’ve been you, in your shoes, and I know firsthand what it is to strive day after day to provide a consistently excellent service against the challenges of funding cuts and staff shortages, not to mention the added stresses brought in by the Covid-19 pandemic. I champion every one of you – and in fact, this book is for you too. I want to make it clear that I’m not here to tear you, or anyone, down; this is not an attack on healthcare providers. Rather, my aim is to empower us all to provide the best care possible to the women we look after. I hope that this book will validate the pressures and the constraints of your job, as well as highlight the extent to which the conditions we provide, in and outside the birthing room, can contribute to a safe or unsafe environment – and consequently, a positive or negative experience for the people in our care. The great influence we, as professionals, have over people’s birthing experiences gives us a huge opportunity to help to heal and repair what isn’t working.

When you have a vocation like ours, the learning is never done. I want to present the parts of this book that may be hard to digest as teaching moments, not criticisms, and leave you with a sense of hope that change, where it is needed, is possible if we all work together. Better standards of care and improved best practices benefit us all. In many ways, we are still learning about the far-reaching impact of emotional distress around pregnancy and birth. We have an opportunity to be at the forefront of change for a better birth experience for all birthing people everywhere. I invite you to take up the mantle with me.



Lastly, I will be using inclusive language throughout this book. I will refer to women, mothers, parents, birthing parents and birthing people, and may use the terms interchangeably. How you identify is your decision: no one term cancels or invalidates another; there is space for all people who birth to exist alongside one another. Whoever you are and however you come to parenthood, you are valuable and you matter. Your pregnancy and birth experience are as unique as you are. And your feelings are valid and you deserve to be heard. I want you to know that I affirm you, and want to let you know that what feels authentic to you is real.

I want you to come away from this book understanding that you are important; you have a voice that you can use; you have agency over your choices; and you can use your knowledge to help you prepare for a positive birth experience and recover from a difficult one. So, I invite you to gift yourself the maternity preparation time, recovery time, the validation and self-compassion you deserve. Let’s go on this educational, empowering and healing journey together.

Welcome to The Birth Debrief.
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