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Praise for

What to Do When You Feel Broken

‘Trauma doesn’t have to be the end of your story – it can be the beginning of a new, stronger chapter. What to Do When You Feel Broken dives deep into the transformative process known as Post-Traumatic Growth (PTG), revealing how even life’s most challenging moments can fuel your resilience, strength, and growth.’

MEL ROBBINS, BEST-SELLING AUTHOR AND HOST OF THE MEL ROBBINS PODCAST

‘What to Do When You Feel Broken is an essential guide for anyone navigating the toughest moments in life. With deep compassion and practical wisdom, this book provides a powerful roadmap for healing. It doesn’t just offer fleeting comfort; it equips you with the tools to rebuild your life, piece by piece, from the inside out. Dr. Laura understands the complexity of human emotion, showing how vulnerability and the feeling of ‘brokenness’ can be transformed into strength. If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed, lost, or unsure of how to move forward, this book will remind you that even in the darkest times, there is a way forward – one step at a time. An indispensable read for those ready to reclaim their wholeness and truly step into their power.’

DR. LALITAA SUGLANI, AWARD-WINNING PSYCHOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF HIGH-FUNCTIONING ANXIETY

‘This is is a wonderful guide to help us better understand ourselves. It shows us how to gain insight into how we think, communicate, and act, and it gives us the tools we need to grow from, and through, the difficult periods in our lives. A highly important and valuable book.’

DAVID R HAMILTON, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE JOY OF ACTUALLY GIVING A F*CK

‘The practical tools in this book, along with Dr. Laura’s personal story and professional qualifications make it the perfect “go to” for advice when one hits life’s inevitable moments of adversity. You will be reaching for this book over and over again.’

SIMONE HENG, AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF LET’S TALK ABOUT LONELINESS

‘This is such a powerful book. It combines Dr. Laura’s own devastating experience of trauma with her many years of clinical practice. She weaves together personal narratives, the research evidence and practical tips, and reflections with such ease and insight. Everyone should read this book; there is something in it for all of us.’

PROFESSOR RORY O’CONNOR, INTERNATIONAL EXPERT IN SUICIDE PREVENTION AND AUTHOR OF WHEN IT IS DARKEST

‘In this excellent, beautifully written book, Dr. Williams skillfully integrates psychological research, clinical expertise, and her own experience of personal loss for clients struggling with the effects of trauma. I was deeply moved by its honesty, and the message that even the most painful, devastating experiences can ultimately help us to live meaningful and more authentic lives.’

PROFESSOR TONY WARD, DIPCLINPSYC, PHD FRSNZ, CREATOR OF THE GOOD LIVES MODEL

‘The powerful combination of professional psychology insights and Dr. Laura’s personal story provides the reflections and tools to guide you gently through tough times.’

DR. EMMA HEPBURN (THE PSYCHOLOGY MUM), CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST AND AUTHOR

‘Dr. Laura generously shares her personal journey through catastrophic loss, offering readers a compassionate guide through key psychological concepts used in therapy. This book is an insightful companion for anyone navigating their own healing process.’

DR. CLAIRE PLUMBLY, CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF BURNOUT
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Introduction

When I set out to write this book, the title wasn’t ‘What to Do When You Feel Broken.’ Then, serendipitously, I came across the title of an online workshop I’d run a few years beforehand. It was called ‘You Are Not Broken’ and it was my most popular online event. The content of that workshop was the beginning of this book, but I just didn’t know it back then. I think the event was popular because it talked to a secret fear many of us hold about ourselves: That all we’ve been through, and all the mistakes we’ve made along the way, mean we are in fact broken. Shattered, damaged, and perhaps even irreparable.

But while you may feel broken, I don’t believe you actually are. Fragmented perhaps, the multiple parts of you bruised by the past you once occupied. And though those parts may still be hanging together, the fault lines have been left showing. Just like in an earthquake, every so often the tectonic plates of our lives shift, leaving the solid ground on which we once stood shaking and the lava seeping through. We are left clamoring to balance ourselves and make sense of the destruction and the altered landscape left behind.

That was the way it was for me when my husband died suddenly. With life upended, I spent the first two years after his death simply trying to regain a steady footing. It hasn’t been an easy task to heal from the grief and loss that I’ve experienced, and it’s something that I still live with every day. However, slowly, with time and the learnings you will find contained within the pages of this book, I’ve gently picked up the fragmented parts of myself and put them back together. Parts I didn’t even realize were there until my world imploded. Thankfully, the bubbling lava of my traumatic loss has now subsided most days, and I have integrated his loss into the life I now live. Integration is a core goal of psychological work and involves building up your mind to enable yourself to navigate your emotions, understand your thoughts, and accept your reality, all while being in a relationship with yourself and others. I’d say that I’m at least some of the way there.

Over the years, many of my patients and clients have told me variations on the following theme: Though they know and understand something logically, they can often still feel differently to what their logic tells them is true. For example, I know logically that I shouldn’t feel as guilty as I often do for being that friend who isn’t particularly good at remembering birthdays, anniversaries, or replying to text messages in a timely way – but I still do feel guilty about it. I also know that I shouldn’t feel responsible for other people’s emotions, but somehow, sometimes, I still do. This reflects my underlying psychology.

There is, it would seem, a disparity between what we can acknowledge as logical and that which we feel. And how we feel is firstly driven by our thoughts. Wayne Dyer, an author and clinical psychologist whom I admire greatly, wrote a book called Change Your Thoughts, Change Your Life, which picks up this theme. And this also is where my book meets you, the reader. It’s inherently human for your thoughts to reflect the negative or challenging things that have happened to you in your life. But letting those thoughts define you, and take over, can mean that you end up living a life not of your conscious choosing. My wish for you is to be able to choose a positive life consciously for yourself every single day. And how can you achieve this? By knowing yourself and your psychology inside out, and by being able to intervene effectively when things aren’t going in the direction you want. In the chapters that follow, I’m going to help you to do just that.

Doing the Work to Heal

As a clinical psychologist, I’ve been trained within the British health system to assess, formulate, and treat all sorts of mental health problems and psychological disorders. My practice has been evidence-based and many of the people I’ve worked with have gotten better. However, I believe very strongly that my job through the years has merely been to facilitate my clients’ own ability to heal. Through psychoeducation, building a trusting relationship with them, helping them to develop a new understanding of themselves and their circumstances, and providing them with the behaviors and strategies they need to thrive, the work I do increases my clients’ own capacities for change and healing.

Often, we lack the knowledge and understanding we need about our mental health to make positive changes. Many of us also have a limited circle of trusted others who can, and will, encourage and authentically support us on our healing journey. And if the healing that we need is actually linked to our family dynamics and relationships, that makes it all the harder. All these factors and the wider stigma around mental health issues mean that we can end up suffering in silence, or worse, we may be actively discouraged from prioritizing our own mental health. This, in turn, means that we’re denied the opportunity to develop new understanding and perspectives. Many of us have not been explicitly taught and modeled the skills we need to bolster and stabilize our own mental health and well-being. The therapeutic task, then, is for us to take responsibility for learning and teaching ourselves these things.

What I need you to know before you embark on the rest of this book is that I’m never the person who does the hard work in my clinical practice. That is down to my clients alone. I’m just the facilitator of the change. I would like you to view this book and what I hope to teach you in much the same way. It is the facilitator of the change you seek. And though this book and its contents can facilitate change, I cannot read it for you, nor do the work required. That will be down to you and the choices you make. And what an empowering choice it is: To know that we do have a say in how we approach our challenges.

Similarly, when my husband died, I had a choice to make about whether I stayed in bed and pulled the duvet over my head, or whether I was going to put two feet on the floor and keep moving forward. I feel fortunate that I had the knowledge, the support, and the encouraging network I needed to help me develop new perspectives and to be able to build the skills I needed to get through it. But I still had to show up every day and do the work. No matter how I felt, or what I’d experienced.

Trauma as a Guide

In many respects, this book is primarily a manifesto on trauma. It’s about how all of us, in our own individual ways, are living with trauma as our companion. It’s about normalizing the idea that trauma doesn’t always stem from the big events, but involves the daily experiences that shape our personalities and how we relate to others. Throughout the book, you’ll find stories of my own experiences and those of my clients, which I use to illustrate psychological concepts and ideas.

One such idea is that trauma has a way of changing who we are and how we respond. Trauma is not the ‘event’ that happened itself, but the ways in which our internal processes – thoughts, feelings, and behaviors – are forever changed in response to that event. I believe it is these internal changes that can leave us feeling as though we are broken. And this feeling of brokenness and fragmentation can also seem more acute depending on the nature of the traumatic event and how unexpected it was. And, crucially, I think most of us want to hide and suppress that fragmentation and pretend it’s not there. But the truth is, all of us in our own ways are hiding the different parts of ourselves that feel broken or induce shame. Carl Jung called it the shadow self. Now we need to help you bring those parts of yourself out from the shadows and into the light, with the aim of helping you to feel whole again.

I believe that trauma isn’t the life sentence that society purports it to be. In fact, it can teach us so much. My views are perhaps not as controversial as I sometimes fear they are, but I also know that there are those who won’t agree with me. That’s OK. I’m simply contributing to the conversation around mental health in a way that I hope is helpful to those of you who will align with what I have to say. And I hope that, in saying it, I can be both professional and relatable to you on your own journey.

A few years ago, I heard someone in the online space, I forget who, say the following words: ‘Make your mess your message.’ It resonated so deeply with me and I’ve worked toward this goal ever since. Like you, I’m a messy, complicated human. But I’m fortunate that in my mess, I’ve found my message. I’m sharing it now to help you make sense of your life – messy, complicated and nuanced as it will undoubtedly be.

How to Read This Book

The book is structured in three parts and offers exercises for you to complete as you read. This is intentional, as I want reading this book to be an active process of self-discovery.

If you wish, you can download a copy of the workbook with all the experiential exercises at the link www.drlaurawilliams.com/whattodowhenbook. I would also encourage you to start your own journal, in which you can write your reflections on the exercises.

In Part I, ‘Meet Your Own Mind,’ I introduce you to the importance of your unique story, developing your psychological mind (more on that later) and the ability to think in a psychologically informed way. In Chapter 1, I will invite you into the most vulnerable period of my life and how it led to my own psychological awakening, and the sort of realizations that I think many people arrive at following some important juncture or event in their life. I’ll introduce you to the importance of the motivational hook that therapists and anyone doing psychological work must inevitably examine – to find out the ‘why’ of the work. In Chapter 2, I share how psychological mindedness and mindfulness practices can help us to understand ourselves better. I also outline just how critical it is to slow everything down and really allow yourself to attune to your emotional experience, both in the here and now and when thinking about your past. In Chapter 3, we explore how trauma can actually have positive effects on us that are often forgotten about, and how these may offer you the chance to draw a line in the sand between who you have been in the past and who you are now, going forward.

Part II of the book, ‘The Truth about Trauma,’ delves more deeply into the psychological underpinnings of where trauma originates. In Chapter 4, I’ll walk you through core concepts, including attachment and social modeling theory, and how we can apply these to ourselves. I also offer a broader definition of trauma and how it shows up in our relationships when we’re growing up. In Chapter 5, we move on to talk about the cognitive monopoly on therapies, and how I believe CBT is not always the most helpful solution to what are often complex relational problems underlying the presenting problem. Reciprocity and what it means to good-quality relationships are also discussed.

In Chapter 6, we delve into the intergenerational nature of trauma and how our psychological well-being is influenced by biological, psychological, and social factors. We begin to examine how patterns of relating to others, known as schemas, reflect the different parts of ourselves and can influence our relational functioning with ourselves. In this chapter, I will also share a snapshot of the trauma patterns that have been passed down my personal family tree, from my grandmother to my mother, and then to me, to illustrate how intergenerational trauma can show up. Finally, I encourage you to develop your own trauma toolkit to manage the emotions that might arise while reading and working through the exercises in this book.

In the final part, ‘The Tools to Heal,’ I will familiarize you with what’s required in any good psychological work. In Chapter 7, I outline just how pivotal psychological formulation is to understanding what it is that we then need to do about our circumstances – and, essentially, how that formulation informs the treatment. Simply put, a psychological formulation tells the story of how and why you may be struggling with a particular presenting problem such as, for example, depression, at a particular point in time. It offers a framework to consider the factors that influence the problem, making it better (protective factors) or worse (perpetuating factors). A formulation also draws links with past experiences. I also introduce you to my own four-step HEAL framework, which aligns roughly with the key components of good psychological work.

In Chapter 8, I offer an opportunity to consider one of the biggest barriers to psychological well-being: shame. I talk about cultivating compassion as an antidote to shame and how you might do that. In the final chapter, I offer suggestions for what you might actually need to do to cope with what you’ve been through. We’ll explore the concept of powerfully imperfect living (with the problems of perfectionism forming an important strand throughout this book) and the Good Lives Model as a framework for gaining an even deeper understanding of how you want your life to look.

Self-Help as a Pathway to Change

Now, of course, reading a book and completing the work suggested in it isn’t the same as receiving one-to-one therapy. But part of my rationale for writing this book is that I know all too well that access to good-quality, evidence-based therapy, and psychological information is difficult to come by these days. So, while reading this book doesn’t constitute therapy, it does attempt to lift the veil on what therapy would ask of you and offers you the opportunity to do some of the work yourself.

However, this book is not the answer for you if you’re in crisis. If you believe that you are, or need answers this book simply cannot provide, please seek appropriate support from a trained mental health professional in a timely way.

All said, I want you to know that self-help can be a powerful precursor to change. Many times over the years, I’ve seen how some people have struggled to move the needle far, even after months or years of psychological treatment. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, they make what looks like a spontaneous recovery. I’ve heard them say things like ‘one day it all just clicked’ and ‘everything made sense.’ But their recovery wasn’t really spontaneous, of course. It was often preceded by months of work, growing understanding, and additional self-help on the side.

Recovery takes more than an hour’s therapy once a week. It’s a bit like those people who become ‘overnight sensations’ in a decade. Success is what happens when nobody is looking. And the work that leads to recovery is exactly the same. It takes commitment and effort, and sometimes it may feel like it’s just not clicking – until one day it finally does. I feel passionate that the ‘treatment’ you need might not always be about individual therapy. It could be that this book is the beginning of your journey. Or perhaps you’re using it as an add-on to the work you’ve already done, or are currently doing. Wherever you are and whatever you’ve done to reach this point, doing the work outlined in these pages will complement this.

Before you read on, here’s one final thought for you to take with you on your journey: You are a product of all that’s come before, and of all that’s happened to you, both the good and the bad. You are an imperfect survivor and what has happened to you is not who you are. With adversity comes resilience, wisdom, and fortitude. I’m hopeful that you can pick up your ‘broken parts’ and put them back together to live a life as powerfully imperfect as you are.

Holding you in mind,
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CHAPTER 1

Awakening

He wakes with a start, jumping out of bed and asking me in panicked tones if I’ve heard the bang. It takes a moment for me to acclimatize to the space around us and understand what’s happening. ‘There was no bang,’ I assure him. My words seem to make no sense, as he backs himself into the corner of our bedroom, wide-eyed.

Switching on the light and examining his fearful face, I can see that he isn’t present in mind or body, and needs me to help him. To act now. Unfortunately, this isn’t an unusual event for us. Matty, my husband of seven years, was diagnosed as a type 1 diabetic at the age of 24. Before this night, there’ve been at least three particularly notable occasions where he’s experienced a hypoglycemic attack and an ambulance has been called to our house for assistance. Often, during these events, he can’t think rationally and occasionally takes on a different persona to his usual laid-back self. Once, he had even had a seizure. Now, a single thought reverberates over and over in my mind, reassuring me. I’ve seen this before. And I know what I have to do.

As calmly as I can, I go downstairs to the kitchen to fetch some Lucozade, passing the bedrooms of my three children, all sound asleep. Lucozade is a sugary drink that should quickly rectify Matty’s low sugar levels, if only I can coax him to drink it, which isn’t always easy. As I return to the bedroom, I find him flopped onto his side of the bed, his muscles straining to hold up his slender 6ft 1in frame. I try to convince him to drink. He won’t let me help him, but I know I need to keep trying.

The bright-orange drink spills and sloshes everywhere. Later, I will find the stains have seeped deep into the pale-blue walls of our bedroom. None left in the bottle, I make another urgent trip to the kitchen, scared to leave him alone again and realizing that I’m rapidly exhausting the possibility of pulling this situation back on my own.

When I return to the bedroom just a few seconds later, I’m shocked to find him lying prostrate across our bed. This is different now. He’s desperately trying to grip the sides of the oak bedframe as a seizure takes hold. His fingers reach around the end of the bed, grappling for the sides. Somehow, I summon the strength to drag him onto the bedroom floor and place him in something resembling the recovery position.

Kneeling beside him as his body shakes, I call the ambulance. Then I call our families. Within minutes, both my family and his are here in the house with us. They live close by and can be with us quickly, and I need them here now, mostly to help with the children, as I do what I can for Matty before medical help arrives.

In the moments that followed, with his head cradled in my arms and supported by a pillow, his lips turn blue. He bites his tongue and bloody saliva leaks from his mouth onto the pillow. As I hold on to him, I realize how scared I feel. Silently waiting.

But even then, despite the horror unfolding, I believe that when help arrives, he’ll be OK. I have seen this before.

As the medical team takes over, I go downstairs to check on my five-year-old daughter. She is now awake and sitting with my mum in the living room. I try to comfort her but don’t want to linger. Running back upstairs, I meet my dad on the middle landing. As I catch his eye, he looks panicked and I can tell something’s very wrong.

‘What is it?’ I implore. He’s faltering for the words and opts for silence. ‘What is it?’ I scream this time.

Looking pained, he struggles to contain his emotions and the words ‘He’s not breathing,’ splutter out of his mouth.

I immediately turn and fly up the remaining stairs, throwing myself across the threshold into our bedroom. By now, there are two crews of paramedics present. As my eyes dart back and forth over the scene, everyone looks to me as if they’re too calm and not doing nearly enough. At first, I can’t understand why.

My husband is lying in the space on the floor between our bed and the bathroom. His pajamas have been cut hastily from his body and there’s medical equipment strewn across the carpet. Nobody looks me in the eye. I remember shouting, ‘Can someone tell me what is going on?’

A male paramedic, standing to the side, lifts his head and says levelly, ‘Matty isn’t able to breathe for himself just now. We’re going to ventilate him and take him to hospital.’

Frantically, I ask about his blood sugar. ‘But this was just a hypo?’ I say. A ‘hypo’ is a hypoglycemic attack when the blood sugar in the body is too low.

The man tells me Matty’s blood sugar is high, not low. It’s in this moment that I realize I don’t understand what’s happening. When this has happened before, his blood sugar was always low. My mind is racing as I try to make sense of it all – and fail.

I glance around the room and can finally see it in the faces of the medics. Then realization dawns: Matty isn’t going to survive this. There is a calm resignation about how they’re attending to him now and I can literally feel it. Nobody tells me; I just know. I can sense the lack of hope permeating what little air is left in the room. As they ventilate him, I slump to the ground and onto my hands and knees. I softly stroke Matty’s feet and calves, willing the life to return to his body, begging him silently through my tears not to leave us. But I know the medics are simply buying time.

Minutes later, I go back downstairs, past the bedroom where my two-year-old twin boys were sleeping soundly just minutes before. My dad is in there playing with them, shielding them from the horror of what’s unfolding. In the living room, my mum is still with my daughter. I go in again to check on her. She tells me, ‘Everything will be OK, Mummy.’ She, too, believes she has seen this before and is calm in the predictability of it. Daddy sometimes gets unwell. The ambulance comes and then he gets better. Simple.

I can’t look her in the eye as I pull her close. Here, in the living room, the noise of the life support machine pumping hard on his chest in the bedroom directly overhead is deafening. It feels like it’s shaking the foundations of our home. Shaking the foundations of our world.

Finally, the paramedics are ready to move him. I’m not allowed to travel in the ambulance and I don’t protest. I get dressed to follow separately. As I stand waiting in the hallway while they bring him downstairs and take him out of the front door, an older female medic descends the staircase. She glances at my tear-stained face and says simply, ‘What has happened here?’ to no one in particular. Somehow
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MOTIVATIONAL EXERCISE




	What is your immediate reaction to the ideas presented in this chapter? What are your predominant thoughts and feelings?

	Are there any areas of obvious resistance for you?

	What function do you think these areas of resistance serve for you?

	If you’re keen to understand your own psychology, what is your motivation to do so?

	What’s held you back from psychological work or understanding before now?

	What have you realized about your own psychological story already, simply from having started the process of placing conscious attention on it?
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