
  



“Coping with helplessness: 
How to use career guidance and counselling to 

empower adults from vulnerable groups?” 
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Hotel Serbia (Ustanicka 127), Belgrade, Serbia 
 

Report on: workshop C: Some stories are like prisons, some stories set you free 

 

About the trainer: 

Yvor Broer is an international consultant and trainer, who uses so-called systemic constructionist and 
narrative approaches to facilitate meaningful dialogue to help individuals, team and organisations 
reach meaningful growth and goals. He is the managing partner of the organisation In Dialogue 
(www.in-dialogue.org), and on behalf of that organisation he work smainly in Europe, yet sometimes 
also in the US and Canada. 

 

Workshop C: Some stories are like prisons, some stories set you free 

 

During all episodes of life, people make meaning of what is happening by making or (re-) telling of 
stories. We tell stories about others and about ourselves, by which we assign identities to others and 
ourselves. Stories are made to bring continuity and predictability, for instance the story ‘I am a bad 
learner’ does just that. If I got a bad grade, I can say ‘ I told you, I am a bad learner’, and I can say ‘I 
will not be surprised if I will get more bad results in the future (so maybe better not engage in 
education at all)’.  If stories are repeated enough, they in turn star living us. It becomes something of 
what we say ‘that’s who I am’. 

  

Some of those stories are helpful, they bring us where we want to be. Yet some other stories might 
be disqualifying and are problematic, and form a sort of prison.  This workshop will be about how to 
address such disqualifying stories. Like stories of shame, lack of agency, failure, worthlessness, etc. 
and the limiting identities of self they bring. The workshop will address how such stories are formed, 
sustained (in e.g. discourses and peer groups) and how they can be made visible and challenged by 
narrative means. Participants will be working with own cases, experience some methods of this 
narrative approach, get some theoretical foundations, and discuss how they can use this approach 
with their clients. 

 



Short report workshop Belgrade 27-28 Nov. 2018 

 

On the 27th and 28th of November, I had the pleasure of delivering a workshop within the framework 
of a conference around the topic of Learner Helplessness. I am a coach, trainer and consultant, 
working within a small consulting partnership called In Dialogue (www.in-dialogue.org), and am 
based in Roskilde Denmark. Within the topic of the conference, I have experience in training social 
workers and career advisors (among others), in using narrative approached in working with people 
with a distance to the labour market (e.g. long term unemployed).  

The workshop carried out in Belgrade started with an introduction into post modernist approaches 
towards change and learning, in which the narrative tradition is placed. From there on, we explored 
the concept of identity and storytelling, and how stories shape the social world. Certain stories are 
helpful in understanding the social world, as they bring meaning and continuity. Yet some stories are 
disqualifying, inviting people into shaming and blaming themselves, forming prisons e.g. keeping 
them for taking actions towards the life of work. 

We carried out two exercise during the workshop. The first was to see how stories are shaped, how 
they give meaning to situations, and how these stories in turn shape us. Another exercise we did was 
on externalisation, where people can free themselves from stories they tell about themselves, 
inviting them to change stories and/ or relate differently to them. After these two exercises, a 
demonstration was carried out by me, showing how the narrative approach could look like in 
working with challenges that can limit people. 

It was a great pleasure working with the group, as they brought challenging questions, active 
participation and some humour to the work. Even though I live and work mostly in Northern Europe, 
I came to see that so many of the challenges are the same (in working with specific target groups), 
yet also that systemic and post modernist approaches seem well grounded among some Serbian 
counsellors.  

 


