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Abstract

This article examines the healing potential of personal stories in a bibliotherapy workshop tailored for
professionals. Integrating narrative therapy with philosophies like Kintsukuroi and the Wild Woman
archetype, participants engaged in storytelling, guided meditation, and reflective exercises to foster
self-discovery and emotional resilience. Techniques such as the Tree of Life exercise and positive
affirmations enabled participants to reframe life challenges, highlighting their strengths. Findings
reveal that this combination of narrative, literary, and mindfulness elements supports emotional well-
being, connection, and empowerment. The study calls for further research into the long-term outcomes
and cultural applicability of such therapeutic workshops.

Keywords: narrative therapy; personal narratives; bibliotherapy; mindfulness; storytelling; self-
awareness

Introduction

“We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.”
(T. S. Eliot: Little Gidding)

Inspired by Clarissa Pinkola Estés’ Women Who Run with the Wolves and the Japanese philosophy of
Kintsukuroi, this workshop highlighted the transformative power of personal narratives. Combining
mindfulness, art, and storytelling, participants explored personal stories to build emotional resilience,
foster self-awareness, and reframe challenges.

This combination of guided meditation, myth, and narrative techniques has been used in an attempt to
empower participants to raise self-awareness and alter perspectives. The Tree of Life exercise and
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philosophy of Kintsukuroi have both been used to promote emotional resilience and self-awareness,
showing that storytelling highly influences emotional health, empathy, and creativity. Therefore, during
the workshop the facilitators used storytelling as a way to enhance and introduce a sense of
empowerment. Creating a personal mythology allows for the repositioning of life challenges into epic
adventures and, as stated by Rubin (2009), provides an avenue to develop mastery and a sense of power
in one’s life challenges. This also links to the idea of cultural narratives, those traditional stories which
help in personal conflicts whilst also allowing one to negotiate societal norms, enabling self-reflection
and growth (Remmers, 2022). The facilitators wanted to work on and touch upon the elements of
emotional resilience and self-awareness, which is the reason for employing meditation and
mindfulness, which work hand-in-hand and reinforce emotional regulation and self-awareness
naturally, along with the Kintsukuroi philosophy which focuses on the beauty of imperfection. All this
allowed the participants to consider their experiences and perhaps shortcomings as stories in
themselves (Kranke, 2020).

Narrative therapy has much in common with Constructivist Learning and Experiential Learning,
insofar as it puts foreground the construction of personal meaning and the role of embodied experience.
However, in contrast, Task-Oriented Learning (TOL) and Inquiry-Based Learning are centered on task-
based and skill-building activities. Narrative therapy and bibliotherapeutic methods, however,
encourage individuals to deeply explore their own stories. With this method, it is possible to engender
emotional sharing, self-exploration and the feeling of being empowered and as such it better fits the
objectives of the workshop.

For a workshop on personal narrative, narrative therapy and bibliotherapeutic techniques the procedure
is optimum, as they highlight the power of personal stories to create the self and to drive change. In
contrast to Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT), which seeks to change unhelpful thought-patterns,
narrative therapy invites one to engage with and to re-author their life story. This method enables them
to learn more about themselves and to develop empowering stories (Guilfoyle, 2014). In this paradigm,
people are considered to be authors of their own lives, allowing them to look back on their life to detect
themes between different events, and to alter their viewpoint. It is not so much an exercise in following
defined steps, as one of self-exploration, narration and meaning-making activities with a personal feel.

Bibliotherapy uses reading and exposure to literature as supportive therapy for therapeutic treatment of
mental health and emotional conditions (Peterkin & Grewal, 2018). It mainly employs books, stories,
and other writing forms that help the individual identify, understand, and overcome thoughts, feelings,
and behaviors. Bibliotherapy is enhanced when done in conjunction with other practices, such as
narrative therapy, in order to encourage the process of healing. These techniques have been
incorporated into the narrative approach in this workshop to provide a fuller and engaging therapeutic
experience. Participants were able to read about characters and situations similar to their own,
developing new insights into personal issues. Thus it was experienced how literature can foster
empathy by placing the individual in “someone else's shoes”, improving their connection to their own
emotions and those of others by relating back to themselves. Engaging with literature can be soothing
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and therapeutic, serving to reduce stress and provide relaxation (Bentley et al., 2023; Hazlett-Stevens &
Oren, 2016; Rowe, 2018). Integrating bibliotherapy into the workshop allowed participants to make
deep connections with literary texts that resonated with their personal experience, enhancing emotional
processes of healing and growth. The combination of narrative therapy and bibliotherapy provides an
elaborate framework through which participants identify experiences, process feelings, and construct
more solid relationships.

Personal narratives have always been believed to be mighty tools of therapy, standing for those aspects
of human experience and the voyage towards self-realization. This paper considers the place of
personal narratives within therapy, focusing on their connection to fostering connection and self-
discovery. Personal narratives are thus fundamental constructs of identity, emotional processing, and
humanity (Pasupathi & Adler, 2021). This process has been widely practiced through bibliotherapy and
poetry therapy to nurture the emotional healing process in one way or another (Gu, 2018).

This interactive workshop challenged dominant narratives by shifting the spotlight from shared stories
to powerful influences of personal experiences. Through this journey, participants came to know how
personal narratives can reflect common experiences and link disparate backgrounds. This article finally
attempted to indicate the possibility of personal narratives enabling transformation in therapeutic
contexts and hence offering useful insights for both practitioners and participants. In conclusion the
workshop offered the merging of personal storytelling, creatively integrating practices that offered an
empowering journey of self-discovery by combining creative practices with guided meditation, placing
the participant within a mythological theme.

Problem Statement

Despite the established therapeutic values of personal narratives, there is a critical lack of structured
workshops that integrate narrative therapies with the use of literary elements (Abkhezr, 2024). This is
an avenue which could offer meaningful opportunities for individuals to be introspective and
communicate well (Goldstein et al., 2013). Their development will continue to further the depth of
emotional healing and the facilitation of better relationships with one another for all types of
participants (Nash, 2004).

The problem statement identifies two important issues: the integration of narrative therapies and the
effectiveness of personal narratives within therapeutic settings (Kottler, 2015). Such workshops could
provide ample opportunities for people to reflect on themselves and communicate better with others.
There is also the fact that not everyone will warm up to narrative interventions based on experiences
and cultural contexts (Davis et al., 2018). This is important as it denotes sensitivity to different
backgrounds and a need for unique approaches, especially in therapeutic settings.

64


https://doi.org/10.65018/vol1iss2pp62-75

European Journal for Biblio/Poetry Therapy (2025) Vol. 1. No. 2. 62-75.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.65018/volliss2pp62-75

The creation of unique approaches will lead to deeper emotional healing. This would align with the
findings of this workshop, allowing participants to be more self-conceptualizing and emotionally
innovative with one another (Pasechnik-Lyle & Kharkhurin, 2024). Considering these issues is crucial
for improving the therapeutic benefit of personal narratives as well as ensuring workshops deliver
successful outcomes for a wide range of participants.

Objectives
The workshop aimed to address two main objectives:

1. To demonstrate how personal narratives reveal shared experiences and foster connection across
diverse backgrounds;

2. To equip participants with tools to use personal storytelling in therapeutic practices.

As practitioners within the realm of bibliotherapy there is an appreciation that it is literature and the
arts which allow us to access our deepest intuitive wisdom. It is literature which relates humanity’s
story and the arts which express it — together combining and allowing for our senses to re-experience
anything in our own unique ways. Cousineau (2001) argues that it is myth and poetry which relate the
why to life, and science which reveals the how. Literature plays a crucial role in this concept, as
Brodsky (1995) put it ‘we must somehow maintain that literature is the only form of moral insurance
that a society has; that it is the permanent antidote to the dog-eat-dog principle; that it provides the best
argument against any sort of bulldozer-type mass solution — if only because human diversity is
literature’s lock and stock, as well as its raison d’étre’ (Brodsky, 1995, 21).

Case Presentation

The workshop included 11 female attendees, all professionals within the specialty of bibliotherapy. By
nature, the workshop was quite open and allowed these professionals to engage in a voluntary manner,
thus enabling them to share experiences and various perspectives within the session. Each participant
was given a booklet containing a detailed overview, along with prompts and information to support
their practice and healing journey. As the aim of the workshop was to explore personal narratives for
their therapeutic potential and build connections and self-discovery, the facilitators believed that
providing a booklet would facilitate this and make the participants feel more at ease (Gilligan & Dilts,
2009).

The workshop provided a specially designed interactive and experiential learning environment
informed by the principles of narrative therapy and bibliotherapy (Matousek, 2017). Its structure
included a welcome and an explanation of the session, the setting of guidelines, a guided meditation,
storytelling, narrative exercises, and group discussions (Parkhurst, 2020). Every task or phase was
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thoughtfully constructed to ensure self-discovery and a sense of safety, as well as foster emotional
introspection and healing. Narrative therapy and bibliotherapeutic techniques were chosen for this
workshop because they focus on personal storytelling and the re-authoring of life narratives, which are
particularly effective in self-exploration and emotional healing. These approaches align closely with
Constructivist Learning and Experiential Learning, which emphasize creating personal meaning and
real-life experiences. In contrast, TOL and Inquiry-Based Learning focus on building skills and
structured tasks. These terms will be explored in more detail below.

Narrative therapy, devised by Michael White and David Epston, is a form of psychotherapy that
considers the way people construct their identities through stories (White, 2007). According to
Riessman and Speedy (2007), it allows people to re-author their life stories and, in so doing, gain new
insights into their experiences, emotions, and relationships. In therapy, the development of a common
space of understanding is indispensable; sharing personal narratives brings out a peculiar bond between
the therapist and the individual. Once people feel safe and heard, they are willing to venture deeper into
their emotional territories and show vulnerabilities and well hidden aspects (Pennebaker, 2012). The
sharing and witnessing of one another’s stories forges a powerful therapeutic alliance of empathy, trust,
and mutual respect. In a workshop environment, participants share and re-author their narratives, thus
allowing for the possibility of transformation. This process enables them to identify and articulate their
strengths and resilience, redefining adversities as opportunities for change. The approach in narrative
therapy, done through personal stories, fosters a sense of connection and community among
participants, which can be appreciated in this workshop. The emotional connection arising from this
process plays a crucial role in self-discovery and healing, making narrative therapy highly relevant for
this personal storytelling workshop. Bibliotherapy uses literature to promote mental health and
emotional well-being. When combined with narrative therapy, bibliotherapy enhances the therapeutic
process by providing new perspectives and insights into personal issues.

Constructivist learning emphasizes the active role of learners in constructing their own understanding
and knowledge of the world through experiencing things and reflecting on those experiences.
Experiential learning involves learning through experience and is more focused on the process of
learning rather than the outcomes. Both modes of learning align with narrative therapy's emphasis on
self-exploration and storytelling, allowing participants to engage deeply with their personal narratives
and derive meaning from their experiences.

On the other hand, TOL focuses on developing specific competencies through directed and structured
activities. While this is effective for practical skills and task completion, it does not look into the
emotional and relational aspects of healing. TOL often prioritizes efficiency and measurable outcomes
over subjective participant experiences, which can lead to the neglect of deep emotional exploration
and personal connection that are crucial for transformational healing in a storytelling workshop. This
rigidity can limit the potential for participants to engage meaningfully with their life stories and explore
other possibilities. To give some context, CBT is based on the idea that cognitions lead to certain
behaviors and seeks to change these cognitions when they are harmful. While effective for treating
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anxiety and depression, CBT operates on specific psychological issues and is mainly cognitive and
restructuring-oriented. It does not delve deeply into personal narratives and the meaning derived from
experiences, lacking the emotional connection and self-discovery found in narrative therapy.

In conclusion, the workshop allowed for a form of therapeutic alliance, wherein a common space of
understanding was created. Sharing personal narratives created a unique bond between the facilitators
and the individuals, fostering empathy, trust, and mutual respect. This interactive workshop challenged
dominant narratives by focusing on the powerful influences of personal experiences. Participants
learned how personal narratives can reflect common experiences and link disparate backgrounds,
highlighting the potential of personal narratives to bring transformation in therapeutic contexts.
Narrative therapy and bibliotherapeutic techniques were chosen for their ability to facilitate deep
emotional connection, self-discovery, and empowerment, aligning more closely with Constructivist
Learning and Experiential Learning.

Workshop Design — Methodology

The workshop incorporated narrative therapy, bibliotherapy, and mindfulness. The activities were
designed in a way that they encouraged self-reflection and emotional connection among the
participants. To present a complete picture of the steps involved in its implementation, a flowchart has
been presented (Figure 1).
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Figure 1

The workshop was divided into two parts, the Initiation phase (Steps 1-—4) introduced the themes and
set the stage for self-discovery; the Integration phase (Steps 5—7) helped participants apply and make
sense of insights, promoting personal growth and empowerment.

Initiation (Steps 1-4)

1) To initiate the participants, the facilitators revealed the purpose of the workshop and also touched
upon the outline of the session. This was followed by an explanation of the conduct guidelines to assure
a safe and supportive environment (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015). As maintained by Yalom and Crouch
(1990), the therapeutic alliance is a determinant of effective therapy, and this phase sets the tone to
make participants comfortable and aware. The facilitators reinforced the importance of these guidelines
in creating a safe space where people could share their stories without judgment or fear of
confidentiality breaches (Arao & Clemens, 2013; Rudolf et al., 2014). Thus, the guidelines were read
out loud together. 2) The participants were guided into a short meditation to relax and become more
present (Verhaeghen, 2017). Research has shown that meditation can have a significant effect on
sharpening mental clarity, thus helping participants engage deeply with the material and each other
(American Psychological Association, 2019). Meditation is a way of being mindful -being in and with
the moment. The point of meditation is inner transformation through the training of the mind (Ricard,
2010). As Ricard (2010, 4) continues “each of us possesses the potential needed to free ourselves from
the mental states that perpetuate our own suffering and that of others — the potential to find our own
inner peace and contribute to the welfare of others”. The ability to stay within the moment and then
visualize experiences, perceived experiences at times, from a distance is also crucial in creating a safe
space. This is so that they do not feel the temptation to enter the memory and re-experience it in its
totality anew but to simply observe it, without judgment. This short meditation and focus on breath was
also important to set the mood and allow the participants to settle into the workshop without the
baggage of what the day brought before or the thoughts of what would happen later. Mindfulness and
breathing practices within such a narrative framework can further Improve emotional regulation and
well-being (Hazlett-Stevens & Oren, 2016).

3) The Tree of Life exercise followed as the facilitators shared their own trees, introducing themselves
and certain life stories. While serving as an ice-breaker, it also allowed space for the participants to
relate and empathize, making it easier for them to then create their own trees once prompted. The
participants were given art materials to symbolize and bring life to their life stories. They were led
through a process where they had to identify their roots (their origins/foundation), trunk (their growth —
career path, major life events, etc.), branches (their symbolic reaching out — significant relationships,
challenges, achievements), and leaves (their perceived outcomes — aspirations, goals, etc.) (The Social
Life of Trees, 2021). This exercise enhances resilience and self-awareness among participants
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(Coholic, 2010; Ncube, 2006). They were invited to share their creation with the group to get to know
each other on a deeper level. This first tree provided the starting point for self-exploration.

Then, the participants were asked more profound questions to get at the hidden aspects of their
narratives and create a second tree. Questions included: “What are some of the challenges that have
shaped you?” and “What fears or limiting beliefs hold you back?”. Each part of the tree was catered for
by such prompts. Comparing the two representations, the participants were asked to notice interesting
aspects, links, or even negative narratives and limiting beliefs that might have appeared. This reflective
process allowed participants to recognize patterns in their stories and consider how these beliefs might
be reframed or transformed, fostering a deeper understanding of their personal journeys (Hardy, 2020;
Karnieli-Miller et al., 2018).

Building on the tree metaphor, the workshop incorporated the Japanese Kintsukuroi philosophy, the
practice of repairing pottery with gold, to encourage participants to visually represent their emotional
scars as sources of strength. Kintsukuroi is part of the wabi sabi philosophy and way of life, which is an
intuitive response to beauty that reflects the true nature of life; it is, in short, an acceptance and
appreciation of the impermanent, imperfect and incomplete nature of everything (Kempton, 2018). It is
this philosophy which teaches one “to accept that the past was then, and it was what it was. This is now
and it is what it is. Your life is happening right here, and every day is the beginning of the rest of it”
(Kempton, 2018, 88). This is why it was important for the participants to reveal/write and then embrace
their imperfections, to see the beauty within the cracks (which are a symbol of their experiences),
reframing perceived failure transforms the experience of it. Bulfaro (n.d.) writes, “the inner scars that
are created in the reunion of the shattered pieces become repositories of wisdom”. As a way of life such
philosophies provide an integrated approach to the ultimate nature of existence (metaphysics),
spirituality, emotional wellbeing, behaviour (morality), and the look and feel of things (materiality) — it
is thus an aesthetic system (Koren, 2008). Interestingly, the wabi sabi state of mind is often
communicated through poetry. By experiencing the practical and symbolic path of kintsugi repair
through first breaking an item facilitates the immersion into therapeutic writing (Bortini & De Donatis,
2020).

4) To deepen the reflective process, the story of La Loba was read aloud. According to Campbell
(2008), mythological narratives serve as a kind of collective map for dealing with life's challenges,
providing symbolic means for reflecting on one's self and growth. Reading the story of La Loba from
Estés' work was a powerful metaphor for reclaiming one's true self and embracing inner strength. As
Estés (1995) asserts, storytelling is a therapeutic tool that facilitates an individual’s connection with
their inner wisdom and resilience. Along with myth, the importance of using fairy tales or folk tales is
that they stem from and develop the collective unconscious, functioning as initiation rites, offering
archetypal symbols to help individuals find their way back to themselves through awareness — and
awareness is protection (Estés, 1995). Reading La Loba aloud emphasized the power of mindful
reading and deep listening.
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La Loba was selected due to its profound symbolic significance in understanding human nature. The
narrative serves as an allegory of restoration and renewal, illustrating the potential to reclaim lost or
dormant aspects of the self. It is a form of resurrection story (as are Isis and Osiris; Demeter and
Persephone; Christ and Lazarus) — and in each case, the cycle of loss and recovery facilitates personal
and collective transformation. This story highlights the role of nature in fostering an appreciation for
mystery, evoking a sense of awe and wonder reminiscent of childhood curiosity — this becomes a ritual
of gratitude. This ritual is also one imbued with mindfulness — the ability to pause, to reflect between
action and reaction (Frankl, 2006). This resonates with the idea of phosphorescence explored in Julia
Baird’s book of the same name. Furthermore, this idea links back to meditation, as in Buddhism the
knowing aspect of the mind is thought to be luminous — “because it illuminates both the external world

and the inner world of sensation, emotion, reasoning, memory, hope, and fear” (Ricard, 2010, 13).

Integration (Steps 5-7)

5) Participants were guided through a meditation exercise with creative writing prompts. The
facilitators invited the participants to visualize a comfortable place where they could feel secure and
inspired. After the meditation the participants were encouraged to engage in creative writing (free of
self-censorship) from prompts, reflecting on the experiences and insights gained throughout the
workshop. By engaging in this reflective practice, they engaged in the creation of personal
mythologies, summarizing their current stories while envisioning new, transformative narratives. This
process helped re-frame their life stories and envision a more empowered future (Denborough, 2008).

6) Then the participants were prompted to share any of their insights and reflections. Participants
listened actively and practiced empathy in order to increase their level of comprehension of others. The
sharing of experience also allowed for the participants to feel at ease through the understanding that
although the emotions connected to particular experiences are uniquely personal, those same emotions
are expressed and shared by others too.

7) To conclude the participants were invited to develop a personal positive affirmation based on
experiences and insights gained from the workshop. Participants were asked to reflect on the strengths
they had found within themselves and the new narratives they had created; thus creating an
empowering statement. This aimed to provide something tangible, reminding them of the strength to
bring change into their lives.

Findings

The workshop fostered emotional healing, self-awareness, and connection. Participants described an
unusually deep connection to their own and others' experiences. Most of the participants reported a
strong increase in self-confidence and enhancement in the art of communication. This was articulated
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when relating their story in great awareness of their emotions and through the clarity of their
expression. The reflective processes enhanced self-awareness as well as self-acceptance. All in all, the
interactive workshop on personal narratives demonstrated the therapeutic effects of storytelling and
self-awareness. The secure environment allowed participants to share their stories, ultimately
facilitating emotional healing, personal growth, and strengthening their sense of community.

Key outcomes included:

1. Enhanced Emotional Awareness: the participants developed a more profound awareness of their
emotions , linking past experiences with their current sense of self. Reflective activities, including the
Tree of Life and Kintsukuroi facilitated emotional connection and self-awareness;

2. Rediscovery of Personal Strength: structured activities enabled participants to identify and articulate
their uniqueness, reinforcing self-worth and fostering empowerment;

3. Improved Cognitive Functioning: reflective exercises stimulated memory recall allowing participants
to access and process experiences forgotten or overlooked;

4. Empowerment through Storytelling: participants reframed challenges as growth opportunities,
fostering self-confidence. Facilitators acknowledge that participants will continue to integrate their
insights both consciously and subconsciously after the workshop, resulting in long-term personal
development;

5. Therapeutic Potential of Bibliotherapy: literature promoted empathy, self-reflection, and healing;

6. Community Building: sharing stories created bonds among participants, emphasizing shared human
experiences.

Conclusion and Further Research

This workshop demonstrated the power of storytelling in therapeutic contexts, fostering emotional
resilience, self-awareness, and community connection. Future research could explore:

1. Longitudinal Studies: measuring the long-term impact of narrative workshops on emotional well-
being;

2. Cultural Adaptation: modifying workshops for diverse populations and cultural contexts;
3. Digital Integration: using online platforms to increase accessibility and provide ongoing support;

4. Interdisciplinary Collaboration: combining insights from psychology, literature, and art therapy to
enhance methodologies;
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5. Structured Programs: developing comprehensive frameworks with measurable objectives to guide
practitioners;

6. Feedback Mechanisms: incorporating participant feedback to refine workshop designs;

7. Personal Mythologies: the concept of personal mythologies and an in-depth analysis of how the
mythopoesis shapes identities and resilience might allow for a deeper practice in therapy.

The integration of narrative therapy technique with the literary elements showed the therapeutic
potential of bibliotherapy through the works of Clarissa Pinkola Estés. Participants engaged deeply
with the literary text which allowed them to gain insights that may not have been provided by
traditional therapeutic approaches. This connection of literature to personal experience proved to be a
powerful tool for emotional healing and personal growth.

The long-term impact of such workshops and their generalizability across different populations and
cultural contexts are issues that would require further research. A review of the literature and existing
studies on the topic could yield some useful insights and give a direction to further research. Some
examples of related efforts to the existing one should be reviewed; their findings explored for further
guidance on future research (Zanal Abidin et al., 2021; Chow & Fung, 2021; Lees-Maffei, 2010;
Remmers, 2022; Rubin, 2009). Overall, the workshop reminded all participants of the transformational
effect of storytelling in creating connection among people from diverse backgrounds by fostering self-
discovery, self-awareness and emotional resilience.

This is what the wildish nature offers us: the ability to see what is before us through focusing,
through stopping and looking and smelling and listening and feeling and tasting. Focusing is the use
of all our senses, including intuition. . .If you’ve lost focus, just sit down and be still. Take the idea
and rock it to and fro. Keep some of it and throw some away, and it will renew itself.

(Estés, 1995, 361)
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