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Intentions of this presentation
• Helping you helping pregnant women

• Therapists and medical professionals

• Preventing perinatal mental health 
disorders

• Preventing attachment problems

• Practical / exercises
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Providing and stimulating

• Psycho-education
• Mother-baby bonding in pregnancy
• Stressregulation 
• Support

How can you help women?
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            Working with the perinatal population
                         Special considerations

The unborn baby is 
your cliënt too
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                               Pregnancy
       A complex experience

Psychiatric 
vulnerability can be 
triggered:
Perinatal Mood and 
Anxiety Disorders

Integrating 
all changes 
in identity

Psychologically

Biologically and 
physically

Socially

Expectations and 
dreams

Past (developmental) 
trauma and family 
history can be 
activated
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• Can I keep my baby alive?

• Can I love my baby and give him the care he needs?

• Can I get enough social support so I can take good 
care of my baby? 

• Can I adjust to this new identity as a mother?

Stern, 1998

Normal worries in the perinatal timeframe
(Motherhood Constellation)

     war and disaster
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What do women need?

A holding environment

• Loving and supportive partner
• Other mothers, their own mother
• Medical practitioners, continuing care
• Therapist: representing and being a 

‘good mother’ for the perinatal woman 
• Postpartum monitoring and support
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    ? war and disaster



Psycho-education: survival mode
• Survival mode: fight, flight, freeze
• Involuntary responses
• Positive emotions are shut down 
• Impact on feelings for the baby
• Normal reaction in an abnormal 

situation
• Message to woman: it’s normal 

how you feel
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Different kinds of stress?

Toxic

Tolerable

Positive

Buffer: meaningful and 
supportive 
relationships!!!

A Guide to Toxic Stress - Center 
on the Developing Child at 
Harvard University
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https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/a-guide-to-toxic-stress/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/a-guide-to-toxic-stress/
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Psycho-education: stress baby
• Baby feels what mother is feeling, but does 

not understand what is happening; a scary 
experience

• Mother can help baby ‘understand’ and 
help with relaxation and letting go

• Mother can add something positive to 
living environment of baby (womb)

• Imagery is a powerful method of creating 
positive feelings and relaxation

• Breathing exercises have impact on 
stresssystem

• Making connection in pregnancy helps with 
bonding and soothing after birth
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Bonding with baby in pregnancy
• Show / share wonderment about the pregnancy
• Giving the baby a pet name can make the baby more 

present and real
• Emphasize the developmental stage of the baby 
     (22 weeks gestation: ‘your baby can hear you’)
• Let mother ‘explain’ baby what is going on in their lives
• Let mother tell her baby about her anxiety and not 

feeling happy; this has nothing to do with the baby 
• Let mother talk, sing or play music to her baby
• Let mother keep telling her baby that he’s welcome 
• Stimulate mother to touch her belly and follow the 

movements of her baby
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 Selfcare and stressregulation
• Making daily live as predictable as 

possible
• Taking back control in some way
• Practicing selfcompassion
• Expressive writing, keeping a diary
• Breathing exercises
• Grounding techniques (butterfly 

hug, hugging yourself)
• Imagery (safe-place, the warm 

helper)
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 Preventing birth-trauma
• Extra one-on-one coaching during labor
• Enhancing feelings of control and safety: 
    informed consent, involving woman   
    in desicion-making, respecting her wishes 
• Avoid separation mother and baby
• Stimulate immediate skin-to-skin contact 

if possible 
• Gently supporting breastfeeding
• Postpartum: how did mother experience 

the birth? No emotional debriefing!  
• All of the above: prevention of birth- 

related PTSD

www.inpartu.nl
Online midwifes

Hollander et al (2017)
Richtlijn bevallingsgerelateerde PTSS (2019)

Research Outputs - CA18211 Traumatic 
Birth Research Family Health
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https://www.ca18211.eu/research-outputs/#OpenAccessPublications
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Breathing exercise
Make yourself comfortable in your chair. Feel the chair supporting your body. 
You are here with me right now and right now it is safe. Put your hands on your 
belly. Feel your belly, where your baby is growing and tell him that he is safe in 
your belly and that you are going to do a breathing exercise. 
Calmly take a deep breath through your nose and exhale very slowly through 
your mouth for a few seconds. Notice that your belly and chest move as you 
inhale and exhale. As you inhale, focus on what it feels like to feel that air 
flowing through your nostrils and on the exhale, say “relax" or “let go” to 
yourself. 
You may be distracted by all kinds of worries you have or other things that 
require your attention. Notice that and return your focus to your breathing. Try 
slowing down your breathing by breathing in and out a little bit longer. Do this 
as long as you feel calm enough. Repeat this exercise several times a day so that 
you get some training in it.

Inspired by:
Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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Breathing exercise with visualising baby
Make yourself comfortable in your chair. Feel the chair supporting your body. 
You are here with me right now and right now it is safe. Put your hands on your 
belly. Feel your belly, where your baby is growing and tell him that he is safe in 
your belly and that you are going to do a breathing exercise. 
Imagine a nice, calm and loving place. For example, the Alps, or a beautiful 
beach. Try to imagine that the oxygen you breathe in comes all the way from 
that beautiful place. This oxygen carries with it calmness and love. Breathe in 
gently and feel that loving and calm air flow into your body, through your 
nose, past your lungs and let it flow in your mind all the way through your 
belly, past your baby. Imagine your baby in your belly and feel with every 
breath that this wonderful calm air, mixed with your love, swirls past your 
baby. This air then takes all the tension in your belly and in your body out 
through your breathing. On the exhale, say “relax” or “let go”. Repeat this 
exercise for a few minutes and keep visualizing how this air flows past your 
baby with love and calmness, taking all the tension out there through your 
breath. Inspired by:

Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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                              Butterfly hug

If you feel tensed or a little anxious because of what just happened to you, you 
can give yourself some comfort. You can do this with the Butterfly Hug, so that 
you keep yourself grounded and in contact with the here-and-now.  
Keep your arms crossed in front of you; your left hand on your right shoulder 
and your right hand on your left shoulder. Alternately pat your hands against 
your shoulders, saying, "I'm safe now, that event is over”. Of course the war or 
the damage of a natural disaster is not over, but what matters is that you 
reassure yourself and bring back your orientation in the here-and-now. You do 
this by continuing to say to yourself “I am safe now, that event is over’’. After 
about 20 seconds, stop and take a deep breath. Then continue patting your 
shoulders along with saying the calming phrase. Repeat this until you feel calm 
enough. 

Inspired by:
Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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Hugging yourself

Physical contact with another person causes an increase in 
the cuddle hormone Oxytocin. If no one is around to give 
you a hug, you can wrap your arms around yourself, pet 
yourself, and rock back and forth slowly. Even then you 
stimulate the production of the cuddle hormone. This is 
exactly the hormone that plays an important role in the 
bond between a mother and her baby. Place your left hand 
under your left armpit and cross your right arm over your 
left arm. Hold on tight and rock back and forth. It can be 
extra calming if you hum to it.

Inspired by:
Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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Safe place exercise

Sit comfortably in your chair. Feel your body in this chair and calmly follow your breathing. 
If it feels okay, you can close your eyes. Try to recall an event when you felt very happy and 
relaxed (if this evokes sadness because there is a contrast to what life is like now, have the client 
imagine a fantasy place). 
Let’s dive in that memory. Where are you, what do you see, what do you hear, what do you 
smell? How do you feel over there. Can you feel that feeling in your body right now? Where 
do you feel that in your body? Just concentrate on that nice, relaxing feeling in your body and 
follow it.  Just take your time to notice all of this.
Take another good look around you at that nice and positive place, hear what you hear and 
smell the scents that go with it. Feel again what it does with the sensations in your body.  
Bring your attention back to your breathing. Feel that your body is in this chair and that you 
are here in the room with me. When you are ready, you can open your eyes again. 
(If this exercise triggers a bad memory and activates anxiety, switch to a grounding exercise).

Inspired by:
Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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Appendix

The Warm Helper exercise
In your mind, imagine a helper. Someone who is warm, loving, wise and compassionate. 
This can be someone you know well, for example a teacher from the past, your 
grandmother or grandfather, but it can also be God or a spiritual figure, such as an angel 
or a fantasy figure. Take some time to create this helper in your mind.
Try to imagine that this helper is with you and is there for you to take care of your 
feelings and thoughts. This helper knows exactly what you feel, what you think and 
what your concerns are. This helper knows exactly what you need and knows exactly 
how to deal with all your feelings and thoughts. This helper accepts every part of you. 
Take a good look at this helper. What would this helper do to support you? Would this 
helper hold your hands, or would this helper take you in into his/her arms or is the 
presence of this helper safe and warm enough for you to regulate all that’s going on 
insight of you right now? What would this helper say to you? What loving and 
encouraging words come to you. What do you feel in your body now when this helper is 
with you in mind? Just focus on that feeling. 

Inspired by:
Shapiro, F. (2012). Getting past your past. Take control of your life with self-help techniques from EMDR therapy. Rodale.
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                     Thank you for listening
Best wishes to all of you!
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