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DISCLAIMER: This publication and its annexes have been produced with the financial 

support of the DAPHNE III Programme of the European Union. The contents of this 

publication and of its annexes are the sole responsibility of the Libera Università 

dell’Autobiografia and its Project’s partners (EAVN, CooLabora and Istituzione Solidea) and 

can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European Commission.  
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Portuguese versions of the Manual’s Annex report only the Annex written by the operators of 

the respective country. Also other parts of the Manual may vary due to cultural and 

linguistic adaptation. 
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PREFACE 
Stefania Bolletti 

 

Searching, planning and developing thinking, identifying new educational 

paths by asserting the value of writing constitute the elements of a project 

that was conceived and developed in Italy, to be precise, in the Medieval 

hamlet of Anghiari in Tuscany, thanks to the contribution, commitment skills 

and passion of many men and women who together have formed an unique 

scientific community on the Italian scene: the Libera Università 

dell'Autobiografia (Open University of Autobiographical Writing).  

The Libera Università dell'Autobiografia is a cultural association that 

since 1998, the year it was founded, seeks to be a place which welcomes 

anyone who wishes to reflect, deepen and test out the value of 

autobiographical writing. The association presents itself as a constantly 

evolving community which, through the experience built up by individuals 

and groups belonging to it in the various territories of reference or 

disciplinary fields, deals not only with theoretical contributions but also 

studies  the results of experimental and innovative “field-developed” activities 

that generate new orientations and new spaces for reflection. 

The self-educational aims of the autobiographical approach guiding all 

activities of  Libera Università dell'Autobiografia of Anghiari are to promote 

and support the possibilities that each human being can express in re-reading 

and re-interpreting  the past experiences that are an intimate part of us, that 

follow every change we make, including painful events. 

When human experiences are re-processed through autobiographical 

narration and writing, they produce knowledge about oneself and about one’s 

life in a socio-cultural context and become the living part of a story. Our 

story. Narrating one’s personal story means proceeding in the direction of the 

research: a research that may tie together, according to its own plot, the 
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events that have been experienced and that run the risk of being forgotten 

fluctuating in an indistinct space.  

Revisiting our story offers the opportunity to narrate that story to 

ourselves and to others, to share existential conditions deemed to be 

unutterable, to try to give an explanation for the events of which we were the 

protagonists and to try to attribute meaning to our actions. The Project 

Writing beyond Silence has adopted this vision that is characterized by giving 

value to written words. In written words,  experts, professionals and women 

who have experienced violence have built a space where they can test out the 

great potential that writing offers in dealing with conditions of existential 

discomfort, suffering and pain caused by violence against women. A space 

where it is possible to entrust oneself to narration and to mutual listening, to 

feel other people’s presence and closeness, to bring to light the unutterable in 

being welcomed by the other. 

Even though important measures and provisions have been adopted on a  

European scale (the “EU Directive 2012/29/EU on victims and the Istanbul 

Convention” was signed in 2011) designed to globally deal with the various 

forms of violence against women (psychological, stalking, physical violence ...) 

and to stimulate Member States to introduce into their legal order provisions 

for preventing and repressing such acts that are to be considered as a 

violation of fundamental rights, it is nevertheless necessary to add to these 

measures the development of research and provide incentives to the many 

organizations in civil society that, in practice and with innovative 

approaches, deal with the phenomenon of violence and the silence that 

accompanies such events. Too many women still find it difficult to file 

complaints about their experience and withdraw into silence.  

A silence that is not an empty space; within that silence there is a constant 

internal dialogue about the unforgettable memory that hinders the possibility 

of recovering any trace of new existential, relational and affective meaning 



 

 

 

      

 6  

because of the unprocessed burden of the trauma. Recent biographic and 

narrative approaches show that narration is a central element in the lives of 

human beings. The individual narration of stories generates a mental 

organization of a personal biography that, where adequately intertwined with 

the stories of other lives, contributes to giving meaning to one’s experiences 

and to one’s life. 

Indeed, our lives are constantly intertwined with narrations, with stories 

that we tell or that others tell us (in the most diverse forms), stories that we 

dream of, or imagine, or that we would like to be able to tell. They are all 

processed into the story of our life, the story that we tell ourselves in a long 

episodic, often unaware, virtually uninterrupted, monologue.   

In the Project Writing beyond the Silence, the theoretical and 

methodological aspects have come together with the practical experience of 

those who every day intersect their lives with those of women who are 

seeking someone who will listen to them and support them in bearing their 

discomfort.  From this encounter reflections have emerged that have given 

new stimuli to all the fields involved in the research, enabling a mutual 

exchange and recognition of the value expressed by this practice. The people 

who took part in the Project, by giving substance to its contents, gave a 

precious contribution deriving from their work and, following their training 

in the autobiographical approach and its application to real cases, they were 

able to analyze and appreciate the results of this new methodology. The 

stories written by the women who were able to speak about their experience 

as a result of the application of the autobiographical approach represent one 

of the results of the Project. 
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This methodological Manual, that is the final product of the Project 

Writing beyond the Silence, addresses public organizations and institutions 

that wish to use the autobiographical approach in the supporting and 

listening work they do by adopting and implementing the good practices 

produced by the Project. The main goal of the Manual is to be a tool for 

educators and trainers, for the counselors who work in facilities that provide 

support to women who have experienced violence. The Manual presents 

methods that may be further developed and fine-tuned but they undoubtedly 

are a valid starting point for the introduction of new practices based on the 

real  experience of all those who for a long time have been working with skills 

and sensitivity in the helping professions.  
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THE PROJECT WRITING BEYOND THE SILENCE 

 

Description of the Project  
Virginia Meo 

 

Can autobiographical writing be an instrument for “self-treatment” for 

women who have experienced violence? Can writing about the episodes of 

one’s life help women re-think their story making them aware of new and at 

times unexpected aspects of themselves? What are the requirements in order 

for such practices to be used in the support provided by professionals of anti-

violence centers and of support services and what type of training do they 

need? These are the questions that the project  Writing beyond the silence. 

Promoting autobiographical competences to help survivors of gender violence 

(JUST/2012/DAP/AG/3448) has tried to answer.  

Co-funded by the European Commission within the framework of the 

Daphne III program, the project was coordinated by the Libera Università 

dell’Autobiographia of Anghiari (LUA) and implemented in partnership with 

Istituzione Solidea – Città Metropolitana di Roma Capitale (Italy), CooLabora 

(Portugal) and the European Anti-Violence Network – EAVN (Greece). 

Assistance was provided by Association Maschile Plurale (Italy), University of  

Beira Interior (Portugal) and the General Secretariat for Gender Equality 

(GSGE) of the  Greek Ministry of Interior (Greece) in their capacity as 

associate partners.  

Writing beyond the Silence is a training programme for professionals 

working in the area of specialized victims support, in contact with women 

who have experienced violence.  

The aim of the project was to promote the use of autobiographical writing 

in anti-violence centers and in other support-providing facilities,  and at the 

same time to verify to what extent this approach is useful and provides 
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benefits to the women who have experienced violence monitoring the effects 

of this practice in terms of psychological and emotional wellbeing.   

Professionals working in victim support services for women who have 

experienced violence coming from Greece, Italy and Portugal were trained to 

use the autobiographical method with the aim of improving their skills and 

provide them with instruments so as to be able to act as “facilitators” in 

individual or group autobiographical writing sessions.  

Indeed, even though the narration of episodes of violence, also in written 

form, is an instrument used by these professionals in their work with women, 

rarely is there awareness about the fact that autobiographical writing is a 

skill that needs to be learned. Creating educational settings for 

autobiographical writing requires knowledge of the devices but also the 

ability to build a “narrative context” that is non-judgmental, where there is 

confidence, respect and mutual learning; it is a delicate planning activity that 

involves the educators personally. It is even more sensitive when this work is 

done with people who have experienced violence and whose personal stories 

have a very strong emotional impact.  Consequently, attention was paid in 

the project to the impact of the proposed autobiographical interventions  on 

the wellbeing of both the women who  had experienced violence and the 

professionals themselves, who were also asked to “experience” 

autobiographical writing. The autobiographical writings were not gathered 

nor were they divulged to the partners: each item remained in the context of 

the intervention/workshop in compliance with the privacy agreement made 

by the professionals and the women who had experienced violence.  

The project began in January 2013 and ended in March 2015. It comprised 

the following steps: 

- adjustment of the autobiographical method to the context of facilities 

providing  support to women having experienced violence (Anti-

violence centers or victim support services) and construction of the 

educational instruments to be used (WS1); 
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- training  professionals of victim support services to use the 

autobiographical method on women who have experienced violence 

coming from Greece, Portugal and Italy (WS2); 

- implementation of the autobiographical method in the centers where 

assistance is provided to women who have experienced violence and 

analysis of its impact and efficacy in enhancing the wellbeing of the 

participants (WS3). 

In order to structure at best the training and the philosophy underlying 

the project, a qualitative research on the representation of writing and on 

writing about oneself was carried out in Greece, Portugal and Italy with the 

addressed women who had experienced violence. Under the supervision of the 

University of Beira Interior, the research was carried out through focus 

groups or individual interviews and it provided a snapshot of the needs, 

expectations and possible difficulties and/or resistance of women 

participating in the autobiographical writing interventions. Thanks to the 

work done by the partner organizations, 38 women were involved: 6 from 

Portugal, 11 from Italy and 21 from Greece.   

The results of the qualitative research - and an overview of the 

international scientific literature on autobiographical writing and on the 

impact on the wellbeing of those who practice writing - were the framework of 

reference for the design of the educational activities. 

The experts of the Libera Università dell’Autobiografia took on the task of 

setting up the training structure that comprised three different moments: a 

residential training; a learning-on-the-job phase; and  three follow-up 

workshops after the experimental stage, one per partner. 

The residential training was held in Anghiari (Italy) from 1st to 3rd of July 

2013; the program provided for both classroom lessons and experiential 

workshops where the autobiographical method was put into practice, having 

the professionals write about themselves and about their life story thus 

personally experiencing the impact of the instrument and the efficacy of the 
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method. The workshops were run by the experts of the LUA1: their presence 

was very precious because they showed the professionals what the 

facilitator’s function is and what to pay attention to and how to behave in an 

autobiographical setting. In total 29 professionals (10 Portuguese, 11 Greek 

and 8 Italian) were trained.  An ad hoc training course was held for the six 

tutors from partner institutions.  

Guidelines on the autobiographical method with a description of the 

various devices used in the residential training, and a Protocol of  “rules” for 

the educational setting of an autobiographical intervention were drawn up; a 

website on Moodle platform (http://writingbeyond.eu) was built for the 

coordination activities and for remote supervision. The website has three 

dedicated sections:  

- a section dedicated to the professionals where all the instruments 

useful for autobiographical interventions were posted as well as 

additional material for further reading; 

- a section dedicated to the tutors where weekly reports would be 

posted; this was a direct line with the LUA experts for constant 

supervision; 

- a section dedicated to the partners of the project where reports, 

documents and other material could be shared and where the final 

reports would be filed. 

 

In the months following the training, during the learning-on-the-job (LOJ) 

phase, all professionals coordinated by the tutors and with remote 

supervision by LUA experts tested out what they had learned: each 

professional produced a micro-project that was checked out by the LUA 

experts and then implemented in the victim support services where they 

worked in women who had experienced violence; in some cases the micro-

project was implemented on their colleagues. This experimental phase proved 

to be of vital importance for verifying the extent to which the instruments 

built during the training stage could be adapted to the reality of  victim 

                                            
1 We owe to mention here the support of Mariella Bo, Marcia Hadad, Barbara Mapelli, Elizabeth 

O’Neill, Susanna Ronconi, who helped the Project’s Trainers during the several educational activities. 
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support facilities. It was possible to adjust the devices and the structure of 

the autobiographical interventions to accommodate the needs of specific 

contexts and of participants. During this stage, the questionnaires produced 

by the project partners under the supervision of the Beira Interior University 

were checked to assess the efficacy and impact of the autobiographical 

method on the wellbeing of women .   

Three workshops held at the end of the LOJ phase in Rome, at Covilhã and 

in Athens enabled the LUA experts to get feedback from the professionals as 

to the strengths and the weaknesses of the educational path up to that point, 

the difficulties encountered and any resistance by the participants; the 

instruments were consequently modified and adjusted to the needs that had 

emerged.  

The second year of the project was devoted to the implementation of the 

autobiographical method in the daily activities of professionals. Moving from 

the lessons learned during the LOJ phase and from the feedback received 

during the final workshops of the training stage, activities were planned for 

introducing autobiographical interventions/workshops in victim support 

services for women who had experienced violence. 

The planning of workshops, constantly supervised by a LUA expert, 

required some flexibility in structure, even though some elements were 

considered to be indispensable by the partnership for the construction of an 

educational setting that could be the subject of an assessment of the efficacy 

and impact of the autobiographical intervention on the wellbeing of the 

participants, in particular: 

- for individual autobiographical interventions (individual settings): 

each individual setting was to last at least one hour, with a 

minimum of six sessions to be held once a week or at least once a 

fortnight; 

- for group interventions (group settings): each session of the 

autobiographical workshop was to last at least two hours, with a 
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minimum of six sessions to be held weekly or at least once every 

fortnight. 

 

However, this did not exclude the possibility of monitoring the 

autobiographical interventions that were designed without meeting these 

conditions because of specific needs of the contexts where the interventions 

took place  or of the women who had experienced violence. These 

interventions, however, were not included in the Efficacy and Impact 

Assessment (an excerpt of the Report on the E&I Assessment, edited by the 

University of Beira Interior, is contained in this Manual: see Chapter 

“Outcomes”).  

The special situation of women who have experienced violence and the 

sensitivity of the contexts where the interventions took place unfortunately 

slowed down the implementation phase. It was thus necessary to extend the 

duration of the project by two months in order to conclude all the workshops 

that had been started and reach the final target of women involved. Upon 

conclusion of the project 205 women who had experienced violence had been 

involved in autobiography workshops either individually or in group. 

Finally, various dissemination activities were organized during the two 

years of the Project: three public events were held between November and 

December 2013 in Italy, Greece and Portugal; an intermediate conference in 

Athens on 28th February 2014; a final conference on 25th February 2015 at 

Covilhã (PT);   a public event in Anghiari (IT)  on 9th March 2015 marking the 

conclusion of the Project Writing beyond the Silence. 

This Manual is the final product of the Project and it contains the main 

results of the work done and of the instruments that were developed. The aim 

is to have a toolkit in order to repeat this experience in other victim support 

facilities and in other countries;  and to spread the methodology of 
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autobiographical writing as laid down in the Project Writing beyond the 

silence in the support services for women who have experienced violence.  

Heartfelt thanks go to all those who contributed to the project with selfless 

dedication and competence2; but above all to the professionals of anti-violence 

centers and victims’ support services in Greece, Italy and Portugal who 

gratuitously put their professionalism at the service of the project; and to the 

women who accepted to expose themselves by writing about themselves. 

  

                                            
2 Special thanks to the staff of the LUA who cooperated in the project: Sara Moretti, Renato Livigni 

and  Fabio Cecconi. 
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THE PARTNERSHIP OF THE PROJECT 

 

COORDINATOR: Libera Università dell’Autobiografia  

The Libera Università dell’Autobiografia (Open 

University of Autobiography, short name LUA) of Anghiari 

was founded as a nonprofit cultural association by Duccio 

Demetrio and Saverio Tutino on September 10th, 1998. The 

Association is under the patronage of the Faculty of 

Education, University of Milano-Bicocca and sponsored by 

the City of Anghiari. In  August 2011, LUA obtained the 

accreditation as “Education organization providing training for school 

teachers” by Ministry of Education, University and Research. Duccio 

Demetrio, former Professor of Philosophy of Education and Narrative and 

Autobiographical theory and practice techniques at the University of Milan-

Bicocca, is the Scientific Director, assisted by a Teaching Committee  formed 

by trainers from various Italian universities and from LUA itself,  and by 

about fifty Collaborators. So, LUA is a real Community of Narrative and 

Autobiographical Practice that shares knowledge gained in regular meetings, 

seminars and workshops throughout the year.  

LUA carries out and provides a wide range of educational activities, from 

short seminars to a three-year course on autobiography, the so-called “School 

of Autobiographical and Biographical Writing”. The methodology aims to 

promote the competence to write one’s own history, developing self-writing 

skills and personal awareness. The learning objectives are not only in the 

area of self-empowerment: LUA provides educational initiatives to acquire 

specialization in Autobiographical and Biographical methodology, in order to 

operate professionally in Adult Education, in individual counseling toward 

people with existential distress, in the collection and promotion of local and 

territorial memories. In the last two years, more than 30 seminars were 

provided, topics covering several arguments. Reports about them are 

available on line on specific website pages dedicated to each seminar. It also 

organizes “Summer Weeks” (from 2009, with a general approach), “Study 

Groups” (that gather individuals interested in specific topics to deepen them), 

Congresses and Conferences (10 in the last three years), Autobiographical 

Festival and Public Events.  

Contacts  

LIBERA UNIVERSITÀ DELL’AUTOBIOGRAFIA,  

P.zza del Popolo, 5 – 52031 Anghiari (AR) – tel. e fax 0575 788847  

Website: www.lua.it   e-mail: segreteria@lua.it 

http://www.lua.it/
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In Partnership with...  

Istituzione Solidea  

Istituzione Solidea, is a “feminine institution” devoted to  gender issues 

and solidarity. It was created in July of 2004 thanks to the Council of the 

Province of Rome with the aim of developing interventions to support Italian 

and foreign women (and their under-age children) who are victim of  violence 

or in conditions of difficulty in an attempt to "compensate the damage 

suffered", recognizing that they are right and resource holders. Within the 

Province of Rome, Istituzione Solidea  has proven to be a high autonomy 

operating tool  for local authorities, the first and still the only Italian gender-

based institution. Since January 1st 2015, the Province of Rome, according to 

national law n.56/2014 has been transformed into a new territorial  entity 

called "Metropolitan City of Rome Capital".  This new  entity  will replace the 

Province and take on all its assets and liabilities,  and will fulfill all 

obligations derived from previous contracts." 

Istituzione Solidea has drafted and developed a real province-based  plan 

aiming to prevent and contrast the phenomenon of violence with  actions such 

as the ones listed below: 
 promotion of information and awareness-raising  campaigns addressed to 

the population and to local institutions; 

 creation of a province-based observatory for women victims of violence and 

their children in order to deepen the knowledge of the phenomenon and to 

better design interventions, by networking welfare offices and anti-

violence centers of Rome and Province; hosting  women victims of violence 

(and their children) in the three centers of the Istituzione Solidea; 

 prevention of aggressive behavior in high schools in Rome and its province 

in order to disseminate the culture of equality, solidarity and respect for 

differences within the boy-girl relationship;  

 training of social operators, health workers, hospital emergency rooms, law 

enforcement and private social organizations in order to raise awareness 

and enable them to recognize the signs of violence against women, 

developing an adequate capacity to approach victim women and relay 

them  to the competent facilities;  

 networking among institutions and operators who, for various reasons, are 

responsible for taking care of women victims of violence.  

 

Contacts  
Istituzione Solidea, Viale di Villa Pamphili 71/c, CAP 00153,  Rome -  Italy 

phone 00390667668045-4835-4938 fax 00390667667728  

email solidea@cittametropolitanaroma.gov.it      

Website: www.solideadonne.it  Facebook: Solidea Istituzione   

http://www.solideadonne.it/
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European Anti-Violence Network  EAVN 

The European Anti-Violence Network - EAVN, is a non-

profit, non-governmental organization, founded in 

November 2006, with its headquarters based in Athens, 

Greece. The Network’s activities include the design and 

implementation of research, educational or other 

scientific activities aimed at primary, secondary or 

tertiary prevention of violence against women by means 

of investigating and/or confronting social or other factors 

that are directly or indirectly related to the phenomenon of intimate partner 

violence.  

More specifically, the Network carries out its mission through activities 

such as:  

- Networking organizations working to tackle domestic violence and 

intimate partner violence.  

- Transnational partnerships with European organizations for the 

implementation of educational and awareness-raising  projects, as well 

as other activities.  

- Developing educational and sensitization material (leaflets, books, etc.) 

Designing, implementing and evaluating:  

• informational and awareness-raising activities for the general 

population;  

• preventive interventions (e.g. in school settings);  

• educational interventions (e.g. training workshops for health 

and social welfare professionals, for teachers, etc.).  

- Designing and conducting research.  

- Referring  abused women to existing support facilities (shelters, 

counseling centers, etc).  

 

Contacts 

European Anti-Violence Network (EAVN)  

12 Zacharitsa Str.  

117 42 Athens, Greece  

 

Tel: +30-210-9225491  

 

email: info@antiviolence-net.eu  

website: www.antiviolence-net.eu,  www.gear-ipv.eu     

Facebook: EuropeanAntiViolenceNetwork  
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CooLabora  

CooLabora CRL is a Portuguese 

cooperative of consulting and social 

intervention that aims to contribute to 

social innovation in the development of 

individuals, organizations and territory, through action in the following 

areas: equal opportunities, civic participation, education and training, social 

inclusion.  

The intervention of CooLabora is organized around two areas: the 

provision of consulting services and social intervention:  

1) Consulting for social economy public and private entities in order to 

support their organizational development by providing technical 

support to strategic development.  

2) Social Intervention in order to contribute to a more sympathetic and 

cohesive society through the implementation of actions aimed at 

individuals or groups in situations of particular vulnerability.  

 

Currently there are several ongoing social intervention projects aiming to 

contribute to the promotion of fundamental rights and civic participation, 

namely to fight against violence and gender discrimination, and to promote 

social inclusion of children and young people in risk, to promote women 

entrepreneurship and to support unemployed people. The social context 

where CooLabora mainly operates is particularly disadvantaged because this 

region is located in the inmost areas  of Portugal, where social problems and 

inequalities occur with greater intensity due to its distance from the country’s 

main poles of social and economic development. 

  

Contacts  

CooLabora CRL —Intervenção Social  

Rua Combatentes da Grande Guerra,  

6200-020 Covilhã, Portugal   

Tel./Fax: 00 351 275335427 Mobile: 00 351 967455775  

 

email: coolabora@gmail.com 

website: www.coolabora.pt  

  

http://www.coolabora.pt/
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In Associated Partnership with... 

Greek General Secretariat for Gender Equality  

The General Secretariat for Gender 

Equality (GSGE) of the Ministry of 

Interior functions on the basis of the 

National Priorities of the country: employment, development and social 

cohesion, implementing an integrated and cohesive strategy for the period 

2009-2013. GSGE’s National Programme for Substantive Gender Equality 

2010-2013 include three Pillars related to a) the improvement, enhancement 

and implementation of legislation, b) specialized policies for gender equality 

and c) gender mainstreaming. A large part of the National Programme is 

aimed combat violence against women as well as stereotypic perceptions 

about gender roles through educational procedures. GSGE attends to the 

direct and constant harmonization and compliance of its institutional 

framework with the European priorities and creates new institutions and 

mechanisms contributing to an actual elimination of discriminations. 

Through its presence and its active role at an international and European 

level, GSGE-EL cooperates in policy-making, and reinforces its mission.  

 

 

University of Beira Interior 

The University of Beira Interior is one of the most recent 

public universities in Portugal. It has built several learning 

and research facilities structured in 5 faculties, 13 research 

units accredited by the National Science and Technology 

Foundation (FCT) (seven of which with grade "Good" and the 

other very good and excellent), several centers and services 

that promote teaching, research of excellence and service 

provision for the community. The fields of knowledge present 

in the university’s faculties include engineering, sciences, social sciences, 

humanities, arts and letters and health sciences. Excellent and very good 

research expertise is recognized in Computer Sciences, Aeronautics 

Engineering, Communication and Mass Media, Health Sciences and 

Philosophy. Teaching is delivered to more than 7000 undergraduate and 

postgraduate students according to the three-cycle Bologna structure and 

student-centered pedagogy. Fundamental and innovative research, 

knowledge transfer, and entrepreneurship activities are also central to the 

university’s mission as shown by the outcomes of its R&D units and groups, 

their participation in many national and international R&D projects and 

consortia, and its cooperative links with important industrial partners. UBI 

has also run in the past years a number of spinoffs based on research findings 
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of graduate students and professors. Actually, UBI is implementing a pre-

incubation structure, following actual and international trends in the field.  

Website: www.ubi.pt  

 

Maschile Plurale 

The National Association Maschile Plurale was established 

in Rome in 2007. It represents a social reality that gathers 

men with various age, personal stories, political and cultural 

points of view and different sexual orientations. It's rooted in 

a wider informal network local groups and individuals in 

several cities of Italy that was created, more than 15 years ago. The members 

of the Association are engaged in deconstructing gender, aiming to redefine 

male identity, to cultivate a pluralist approach on gender issues and to 

criticize the patriarchal model. Maschile Plurale has a long history and a 

positive relation with feminist and women's movement.  

The idea of creating a formal Association was born after the publication of 

an "Appeal against violence on women", written by some of the promoters in 

September 2006 and countersigned in a few months by a thousand other men 

from all over Italy. In 2007 the constitution of the Association addressed the 

need for a more structured national commitment, which would allow greater 

participation in the social, political and institutional life of the country.  

The Association is active in some Italian regions (Piemonte, Liguria, 

Lombardia, Veneto, Emilia Romagna, Toscana, Lazio, Campania, Puglia). Its 

members are involved in several kinds of interventions:  

 

- Production of papers and documents (also with a political stance) about 

masculinity and men-women relationship, which are published  on the 

association’s  website and on social networks.  

- Public events and meetings, to promote awareness in the general 

audience.  

- Education and training in schools, universities, healthcare agencies 

and social services, Police and Justice services.  

- Cooperation with shelters and anti-violence centers, also to prevent 

and contrast male violence against women  

- Research on transformative and educational pathways for batterers 

and violent men.  

- Cooperation and networking with other associations and agencies.  

 

Website: www.maschileplurale.it      e-mail: info@maschileplurale.it 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE 

ACTIVITIES IN  THE DIFFERENT COUNTRIES 

 

The Supervision 
Lucia Portis 

 

Introduction 

For a long time and in various fields, the main goal of educational and on-

going supervision has been that of providing a space for reflection in order to 

learn from experience and cope with its critical events. One might define this 

space as a “workshop for thinking” that offers the possibility of re-orienting 

our actions. Indeed, gaining awareness of our working modalities through the 

practice of written and oral narration, one can develop creative and 

emancipative processes. In general, supervision concerns the relationship 

between a professional who provides “support” and a user or a group of users; 

this means that the work’s object is identified as being a global reality 

consisting of a relationship in which the two parties are not “separate” 

players but two inter-subjectivities relating to each other. Professionals 

commit themselves to submit this type of  relationship to  super-vision, 

taking on the task of speaking also on behalf of others, with the aim of 

“processing” the material he/she brings and of improving his/her ability to 

respond to the request for help or to the difficulties put before him/her. 

As a consequence,  the object of supervision not only concerns the 

supervisee’s subjectivity because this, “as such”, is not the focus of the work, 

but rather the supervisee’s subjectivity in his/her relationship with other 

people on behalf of whom he/she speaks. The supervisor plays his role in his 

capacity as conveyor of knowledge that he/she makes available to the 

professionals he supervises and it is his/her function to stimulate reflections 

that can make sense out of what is being reported. Obviously, such reflections 
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are metered against   the specific characteristics of the case at hand. On-

going supervision, in particular, must be aimed at helping and planning an 

intervention and at solving any problems that may be encountered, so as to 

enable the supervisee to constantly redefine his/her action and open up to 

different possible future options. 

The supervision of the Project Writing beyond the Silence has envisaged 

various activities as well as the involvement of several actors. The first action 

consisted in checking and realigning the autobiographical interventions 

designed by professionals, both during the learning-on-the-job phase and 

during the application phase; the second action consisted in reading, 

examining and returning the reports entered weekly on the website by tutors, 

the third consisted in answering the specific queries concerning workability 

that were considered to be urgent. 

The positions involved in this process were indeed different: supervisors, 

professionals involved  in the autobiographical interventions and tutors. As a 

matter of fact, in order to facilitate the relationship between professionals  of 

diverse habitats, even far from each other, and supervisors, we used the 

‘professional diary’ containing a sequence of entries to be completed at the 

end of each autobiographical meeting. The diaries would then be gathered 

and recapped by tutors participating in any partner association and loaded 

onto  the relevant section of the Moodle platform. Also the tutors’ reports 

would be drawn up according to a draft established and agreed at the launch 

of the project. 

Only in the event of some peculiar and urgent queries the operators could 

directly approach their supervisor via mail, who would respond via mail as 

well. This virtual approach has allowed exchanges and solutions of problems 

remotely, when personal meetings could not be held. The total number of 

reports posted on the Project’s website by tutors during the implementation 

phase were 48 and the breakdown by Country was: 24 from the Italian tutors, 
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16 from the Portuguese tutors and 8 from the Greek tutors.  Below are the 

key issues identified and analyzed in the texts according to the points set out 

in the report outline: points of strength (what worked); points  of weakness 

(what did not work); problems and observations. 

 

Points of strength (what worked) 

Motivation to write: Many reports indicate that professionals were very 

much amazed to notice that it is possible to motivate people to write about 

themselves and that once writing has been experienced it is a driver for 

learning, a  change that revitalizes and induces people to redefine their way 

of being in the world. The texts contain expressions of satisfaction mixed with 

wonderment in verifying that theory and practice in this area are so similar 

and mutually reinforcing. Writing becomes a way for reflecting and 

discovering things about oneself, for learning about one’s feeling and past 

experiences and can help face difficult situations in new ways. 

The importance of the group:  The workshop experiences that implied 

working in a group were intense and pleasant. In summarizing the diaries of 

professionals, tutors point out that the participants found satisfaction in 

sharing their texts, in putting themselves on the line and in finding 

similarities in each other’s experiences, overcoming the initial difficulties 

once they had familiarized with the context and the tools. Learning from each 

other’s stories is one of the goals of autobiographic writing that occurs by 

comparing one’s writings and through mutual mirroring. At the end of the 

workshop the personal stories were enriched with new meanings resulting 

from the experience of comparing one’s writings with those of the other 

members of the group. 

A reassuring space/place: Creating a reassuring space /place to enable 

participants to expose and express themselves through writing is one of the 



 

 

 

      

 24  

pillars of autobiographical practice. The rules of the context play an 

important role in this construction, and the fact that there is someone (the 

facilitator) who has the task of managing the relational traffic and of paying 

attention to possible deviations, calms the participants’ anxiety and puts 

them in a position to do mnemonic work and to share their texts. 

Professionals found out that rules are important in providing safety and in 

accepting also the most negative events; in one case it was necessary to 

renegotiate the rules in order to go ahead with the work. 

Positive evaluation : All participants, both those who participated in the 

workshops and those who did individual sessions, gave a positive evaluation 

of this experience. Professionals reported that many women expressed their 

desire to continue with the experience and in some cases this was done, in 

other cases there is the intention to plan new sessions after the end of the 

project. An interesting observation is that the greater the distance from the 

experience of violence the easier it was for them to engage into 

autobiographical writing. 

 

Points  of weakness (what did not work) 

Focusing on the negative experiences: Women who had had particularly 

negative experiences weighing heavily on their lives found it was difficult not 

to constantly repeat the narration of negative events that had become a part 

of their identity. And this occurred more strongly when the autobiographical 

experience  was part of an institutional context where the topic dealt with 

was trauma (as for instance women victims of violence). In the 

autobiographical experience, as pointed out several times, it is essential to 

enable participants to report the  events of their lives in a unique and 

original way, trying not to refer  only to the traumatic experience. Moreover, 

one of the goals of the project was  to deconstruct the identity of ‘victim’ 

through narration. In their diaries, professionals report how difficult this was 
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and how, without being aware, the women resisted to acknowledge other 

parts of their lives, above all when the violence had been experienced in the 

recent past.   

Difficulties in writing: Writing is a difficult code in some situations. It was 

found that when participants had a low educational level, when the language 

was not mastered, when participants were in a difficult situation, it was not 

possible to concentrate on the task. In these cases, the spoken word tended to 

prevail and the text would end up as a start point for spoken conversation, 

thus losing  its role as food for thought.  Professionals dealt with these 

situations in different ways by adopting different strategies. 

Difficulties in administering the evaluation tools: Tutors report difficulties 

encountered in administering the evaluation questionnaires before and after 

the experience due to problems in understanding the instrument by some 

participants and to the little or no integration of the evaluation instruments 

with the other writing activities. 

 

Problems 

Matching dates and schedules with the beneficiaries’ timetables: One of 

the biggest and most recurring problems was matching the participants’ 

different needs, setting the meeting dates and schedules of the 

autobiographical activities. At times this prevented or made it difficult for 

some participants to be present and it led others to drop out, at times it 

caused difficulties in the unfolding of the meeting, on other occasions the 

participants were late. The strategies adopted by professionals were such as 

to make the process flexible without undermining the criteria required for 

making the impact assessment. 
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Observations 

Devices used: From professionals’ reports it appears that some devices 

worked very well and enabled participants to recall positive memories, while 

other devices were more difficult to use: high emotional reactivity, memory of 

negative events, etc. This obviously is related to the topic dealt with, to the 

type of participants, to the emotions elicited and difficulties encountered and 

to the facilitator’s ability to make the context more or less “light”.  

Difference and confusion between counseling process and autobiographical 

intervention: In the cases where the autobiographical activity was part of a 

counseling experience there were some problems of overlapping and confusion 

between the different goals and contexts, even though initially it was made 

clear that the two experiences were quite separate and distinct, but the needs 

of participants and the types of issues dealt with obliged professionals to 

modify their action during the process. 

The different benefits between individual and group interventions: Some 

professionals ran both workshops and individual sessions and found that the 

groups were more enriching compared to the individual work. Obviously this 

is not valid for everyone and for every situation, but the mutual exchange and 

the learning from each other that occurs in the group constitutes the added 

value of workshops.  

The future: In the questionnaires administered after the implementation 

stage, professionals stated they were generally satisfied with the success of 

the project. There were clearly difficulties and critical moments but as a 

whole the declared goals were reached. An important aspect for everyone was 

the possibility of sharing experience and reflections within the project team 

even though they felt the need for more training. As regards future prospects, 

most responders stated that they will continue to use the autobiographical 

writing method activating ad hoc paths or introducing this practice in already 

structured services as for instance support work, counseling and social and 
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vocational guidance. Others stated that this will depend on investments and 

on the policies of the organizations they belong to and to their willingness to 

include this type of work in their programmes. In order to continue  

implementing the practice of autobiographical writing, professionals reckon 

that they need further training on the narrative approach, on the 

construction of devices, on feedback on texts, especially in individual work. 

They also stated that case studies would be of great help.  

 

Conclusions 

The positive outcome of the project is shown both by the questionnaires 

filled in by professionals and by the impact assessment. Some difficulties 

were found during online supervision that proved to be a challenge made at 

times difficult and complicated by distance and by language difficulties. The 

different steps in the information flow – from professionals to tutors and from 

tutors to supervisors – stretched out schedules, watered down the immediacy 

aspect and in some cases made the work somewhat heavier. On the other 

hand, distance and the impossibility of having frequent and face-to-face 

meetings have convinced the project designers to test out the possibility of 

using web-based facilities for the supervision activity. 
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Italy 
Elisabetta Arnone, Adelina Migliorino 

Istituzione Solidea coordinated the implementation of the project in Rome 

involving four different shelter centers: three centers managed by Istituzione 

Solidea through female gender associations, and another one managed by the 

Municipality of Rome. Several local meetings were organized with the 

responsible coordinators of “shelter centers” and professionals in order to 

inform them about the project’s objectives and activities. After these meetings 

ten professionals were selected for the training phase. In the first phase of 

the project, two focus groups were organized with women victims of violence 

in order to assess their needs and opinions about autobiographical writing; 

the first focus group was attended by five participants and second one by six 

participants. The training phase was divided into three main parts: the 

residential training in Anghiari (Italy), the learning-on-the-job phase’s 

workshops and the local workshop. Fifteen different professionals 

participated in the training phase; among those involved: 

 eight professionals attended the residential training in Anghiari 

(together with two tutors from Istituzione Solidea); 

 fifteen professionals joined the learning-on-the-job phase’s workshops; 

 seven professionals attended the first day of the local workshop, on the 

26th of  November 2013, and other eleven professionals attended the 

second day, on the 27th of November. 

 

Among all professionals involved only seven persons completed the full 

training path and then were authorized by supervisors to implement 

autobiographical interventions.  Unfortunately,  two professionals couldn’t 

implement the interventions since they resigned from their job and one 

professional had to leave the job for personal reasons. Hence, only four out 

seven trained professionals were able to carry out the implementation phase.  
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It has to be highlighted that professionals trained in Italy decided to test 

the autobiographical methodology on themselves, during the learning-on-the-

job workshop, before implementing autobiographical interventions with 

women. This experience was considered extremely useful by the group of 

professionals since they became more aware of the importance and 

effectiveness of autobiographical writing. The table below summarizes the 

number of professionals involved in the training phase. 

 

Professional involved 
in the training phase 

Total n° of 
professional 

trained (full path) 

Total n° of 
professional 

implementing 

Residential training 8 

7 4 
learning-on-the-job’s phase 15 

Local workshop 7 

Total  15 

 

The implementation of autobiographical interventions was realized in 

shelter centers with women victims of violence, through group sessions and 

some individual ones. In the first part of the implementation phase 

professionals were able to involve twenty women in interventions made up of 

six sessions and other five women in interventions made up of two sessions. 

The extension of the implementation phase allowed professionals to involve 

other ten women, by realizing interventions of six sessions. 

A total number of 35 women has experienced the autobiographical writing 

in shelter centers, nevertheless, considering that only interventions made up 

of six sessions have been taken into account in the assessment phase, the 

interventions evaluated covered a total number of  thirty women. 

The number of women involved in interventions was lower than expected 

both because of the difficulty to match the scheduled activity plan with needs 
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and tasks of women's everyday lives and because of the limited number of 

women housed in the centers (about 25 each year), among  whom there are 

temporarily assisted women.  

At the end of the first year of the project, on the 25th November 2013, 

Istituzione Solidea organized a dissemination event in Rome, on the occasion 

of the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women. 

About 120 participants attended the event, among whom there were 

professionals, social workers, representatives of associations and institutions. 

 N° of 
interventions 

(6 sessions) 

N° of women 
involved 

Shelter center of the Metropolitan City 
of Rome Capital (the former Province 
of Rome) 

2 15 

Shelter center “Maree” of the 
Metropolitan City of Rome Capital 

1 9 

Help desk of the “Assolei” Association 
(member of the network of the 
Metropolitan City Observatory)  

1 3 

Shelter center of the Municipality of 
Rome 

1 3 

Total  5 30 

 

During the implementation phase several problems were encountered that 

had an impact on the number of women involved as well as on the timing of 

project activities. First of all, professionals were faced with several difficulties 

in combining their regular work with the extra-activities associated with the 

project. In addition, there were other two main organizational problems: 

- the turnover did not allow the professionals selected at the beginning 

of the project to participate in all project phases; 

- the difficulty to involve a higher number of women due to their harsh 

living conditions; personal problems of women caused several delays in 

the organization of workshops, producing an extension of the 

implementation phase. 
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In spite of difficulties, the feedback of both professionals and women was 

very positive. All operators who experienced the autobiographical writing 

with women think this method  is very useful and effective and it should be 

used within the vocational guidance paths that shelter centers offer to women  

victims of violence. Furthermore, trough  writing, professionals would be 

more motivated to increase the value of their work and would become more 

aware of their role.  

Women highlighted many positive aspects of their experience: the use of 

autobiographical methods helped them to gain trust, by reconstructing 

fragments of their lives and giving back a full idea of themselves, beyond the 

public perception of victimization. They felt it was very important to share 

their works, in order to test themselves both in their ability to listen and to 

have an open attitude towards other people. 

With regard to implementation modalities, there are some lessons learned 

from this experience that could help improve the implementation phase. In 

particular, it was very useful for Italian professionals to directly experience 

autobiographical interventions on themselves, during the learning-on-the-job 

phase. According to professionals,  before holding the workshops with women, 

each operator should have the chance to join autobiographical workshops, in 

order to enrich their skills. 

Furthermore, considering all the above mentioned difficulties , operators 

prefer individual interventions to group sessions, since individual interviews 

are  easier to adjust to the life of shelter centers and to women's needs; 

additionally, individual interviews should be planned, after group 

interventions, since most of the women involved  felt  the need  to  go deeper 

into  what  they had written and shared in the group sessions in a more 

intimate context. 
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Greece 
Kiki Petroulaki 

 

Ten counselors working in seven of the GSGE's Counseling Centers for 

abused women were initially trained and pilot-tested the autobiographical 

writing method. The counselors were proposed by the General Secretariat for 

Gender Equality (GSGE) and  the Research Centre for Gender Equality 

(KETHI), their supervising organization, while the entire process for Greece 

was coordinated by the European Anti-Violence Network - EAVN.    

As depicted in the following table, the implementation of the 

autobiographical intervention in Greece reached in total 89 women from six 

different geographical regions; interventions were conducted by eight of the 

trained professionals, while one counselor implemented only brief, non-

evaluated, interventions by using with nine women one or two 

autobiographical devices, embedded in their regular counseling.  

* brief, non-evaluated, interventions 

 

 

Details per organization 

Name of organization 

GSGE’s Counseling Center 

for Women of: 

Nº 

Operators 

implementing 

Nº group 

interventions 

Nº 

individual 

interventions 

Nº women 

involved in 

interventions 

Athens, Exarcheia 3 5 18 42 
Heraklion, Crete 1  11 11 

Komotini 1  4 4 

Lamia 1  6 6 

Patras 1 1 4 8 

Tripoli 1 1 7 9 

Athens, Syntagma* 1  9* 9* 

Total 9 7 59 89 
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Beneficiaries Reached 

Type of 

intervention 

Nº of 

interventions 

Number of women 

Started Finished 
In 

progress 
Withdrawn 

Individual 50 50 34 4 12 

In group 7 30 27  3 

Total 57 80 61* 4 15 
* the number of the pre-post questionnaires that were included in the project’s analysis is smaller due 

to practical limitations related with the duration of the project 

 

The implementation phase started on 18th March 2014 and was completed 

at the end of February 2015. Out of the ten trained counselors, eight 

implemented interventions with a number of abused women that ranged from 

four to twenty per counselor. As presented in the following table, during the 

implementation phase, a total of 57 interventions with 80 women were 

started (50 individual interventions and 7 group interventions with 30 

women).  

In general, the sessions’ duration were two hours for the group 

interventions and one hour for the individual sessions, while the number of 

sessions was defined by each counselor. Individual interventions, as designed 

by different counselors, included from six to eleven sessions (in total 419 

sessions for the 50 women). Group interventions, as designed by different 

counselors, included from six to thirteen sessions (in total 67 sessions for the 

seven groups).   

As for  the twelve women who didn’t complete the individual intervention, 

they were withdrawn after attending 1 – 5 sessions (in total, 35 out of the 92 

sessions that had been designed for their interventions).  The three women 

who didn’t complete the group intervention were withdrawn after attending 

one, two and five sessions; in addition two women finished the intervention 

earlier (after five and six sessions out of the eleven that were originally 

scheduled) than the remaining members of their group for practical and 

personal reasons, while two women continued their interventions 
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individually, the first due to the withdrawal of the remaining two members of 

her group and the second due to the fact that her work schedule had changed.  

The reasons for the women’s withdrawal were known for most of the cases 

and they were related to practical barriers (e.g. the women had moved to 

another city, found a new job or had a job with peculiar schedule), while only 

one woman decided to discontinue because she found the process emotionally 

stressful. Due to these reasons – and also to  other practical or emotional 

problems related with their children, with financial difficulties, with legal 

proceedings as well as with serious health problems -  the duration of the 

intervention had to be: namely, some sessions had either to be cancelled or to 

be devoted to the to the emergency issue that emerged.   

Process, qualitative assessment and recommendations: All Greek 

interventions were designed and conducted on the basis of a common 

structure that was especially developed for this reason by EAVN: fourteen 

autobiographical activities were designed with specific aims per activity and 

with the general aim to empower the abused women who participated in 

counseling sessions. A detailed set of instructions was developed for the 

GSGE’s counselors describing, for each proposed autobiographical activity, its 

aim, estimated duration, materials (when needed) and the suggested step-by-

step process; verbatim instructions were also included for facilitating 

inexperienced counselors, important tips (where needed) as well as handouts 

(provided by the LUA experts and developed on the basis of the provided 

ones). Questionnaires were also included and the evaluation process was 

described in detail, along with specific instructions. With the contribution of 

the Greek operators’ the first draft of the Set of instructions on how to use 

autobiographical writing activities in counseling abused women was revised 

on the basis of the experience and results obtained during the learning-on-

the-job phase and finalized after the end of the Implementation phase.  
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Even though the process of activities was structured, counselors had the 

flexibility to select the activities that they deemed to be  more useful and/or 

appropriate for a given woman or a group, as well as to design individualized 

schedules for their sessions and modify them when necessary, according to 

the women’s needs.  

The implementation was closely supervised on a daily basis by EAVN via 

counselors’ diaries that were completed after each session; counselors were 

also given the opportunity to refer to  Autobiography Supervisors whenever 

an unpredicted situation emerged.  

On the basis of the abused women subjective evaluation, the counselors’ 

opinion and our own impression (as formulated on the basis of abused 

women’s comments during interventions and replies in the open questions of 

the final questionnaires and based on operators’ comments on their diaries), 

the autobiographical intervention seems to be very useful as a means for 

supporting and strengthening abused women. More specifically, 

autobiographical activities can lead the abused woman to deconstruct the 

perpetrator’s image that she has internalize for herself and, at the same time, 

to re-obtain a realistic picture of herself and her strengths as well as of her 

support system (internal and social); this, in its turn, can have a positive 

impact in her self-image and self-esteem and empower her. In other words, 

the main aim of the autobiographical intervention, as it was designed and 

implemented in Greece, was achieved.  

To briefly describe it, the main aim was to create the appropriate memory 

cues that would lead the woman to recall her personal features included in 

her self-schema3 in the periods before and during the perpetrators’ era. The 

                                            
3 Cognitive schemas (Bartlett, 1923; Neisser, 1967) are cognitive representations that are created 

and modified from the person’s experience, that influence the way we perceive, interpret, organize, 

process and remember information. Just as we have schemas for objects, events and other people, we 

also have schemas about ourselves (Libby & Eibach, 2007). Our self-schema, namely the way we 

perceive ourselves, can influence the content of our autobiographical memory, by defining which 

information we encode and which we recall for our self and our own story. In other words, our 
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rationale for developing such a process was based on the assumption that the 

abused woman will be guided to compare her pre-post schemata, and this will 

lead her to realize  the distortive reconstruction that her self-schema had 

suffered due to the abuser’s effect. Furthermore, this realization along with 

additional autobiographical activities, aim to guide woman towards 

reconstructing her self-schema again, but in her favor this time. It was, 

indeed, impressive the number and the variety of very important things that 

the women “had forgotten” and they “suddenly” remembered during –or 

immediately after- the autobiographical activities: from important personal 

features, skills and past professional experience to important events and 

supportive people. This observation, if combined with the important life 

decisions that many of them made during or after the intervention, are clear 

indications that the main goal was achieved: via autobiographical activities, 

each woman managed to reconstruct her own self-schema in favor, and not 

against, her own self.   

The main recommendation that can be offered on the basis of the Greek 

experience is that when designing similar interventions for abused women, it 

is of great importance to take into account their specific situation in order for 

the designed intervention to be able to meet the addressed women’s needs. 

Flexibility should be present in every aspect due to many reasons, some of 

which are indicatively mentioned below.   

For the majority of abused women, it is very difficult –if not impossible- to 

follow a weekly or a bimonthly schedule of sessions, for the reasons described 

above. Interventions should be flexible in terms of time frame and frequency 

of sessions, otherwise most of women will not be able to complete their 

intervention.  

                                                                                                                                  
recollections could be distorted but the distortion is always towards a direction that makes the facts to 

be consistent with our self-schema. 
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For some women it is important to be able to choose whether to participate 

in individual or group interventions, either due to their personal preference 

or due to other reasons. For example, in small cities (closed societies) there is  

great resistance for women to participate in group interventions out of fear 

that confidentiality could not be preserved; women who continue to live with 

their abusers may also have fears about their safety in case these men come 

to know that they visit a counseling center.  

The majority of abused women face great difficulty to speak for themselves 

and/or to recall the information requested by the activities, especially at the 

beginning of the autobiographical intervention. In accordance, the counselors 

need to be alert and ready to invent different ways in order to urge and 

motivate each woman to continue a given task, while other times counselors 

may need to change  tasks in order to more appropriately meet the current 

needs of a woman.  
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Portugal 
Tânia Araùjo 

 

The implementation of the project in Portugal was coordinated by 

CooLabora CRL and has involved nine Portuguese organizations that provide 

support services for victims of gender violence in different regions. These 

organizations were identified with the cooperation of CIG – Comissão para a 

Cidadania e Igualdade de Género (National Commission for Citizenship and 

Gender Equality), an organization  coordinating a national network of 

counseling centers for violence victims.  

CooLabora contacted the identified organizations, informing them about 

the project aims and inviting them to take part  in the project by training one 

of their professionals working directly in victim support facilities. Several 

applications were received and ten Portuguese professionals from six 

counseling centers and three counseling/ shelter centers were selected to 

participate in the project, including a victim support technician from 

CooLabora’s counseling service.  

All ten professionals, together with two tutors from CooLabora’s staff, were 

trained within the project as autobiographical facilitators, participating in a 

the three-phase training programme: the Residential Training in Anghiari 

(Italy), the learning-on-the-job and the local workshop, which was held in 

Covilhã (Portugal) in December 2013. 

From the group of trained professionals, eight participated in the 

Implementation Phase, developing autobiographical interventions with 

women beneficiaries of the counseling center services or hosted in the shelter 

centers where they were working in. Only two professionals were not able to 

implement autobiographical interventions during this phase, due to 

professional and personal reasons. 
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During the Implementation Phase, the eight professionals developed and 

facilitated in total 35 autobiographical interventions (19 individually and 16 

in group), with six or seven sessions, involving 86 women victims of gender 

violence. 

Professionals chose  women who they considered to have the conditions to 

participate in the autobiographical project they designed and most of the 

beneficiaries were available and assiduous, even if sometimes they were not 

able to attend weekly or biweekly sessions. However, some of the 

participating women dropped out due mainly to significant changes in their 

lives, as for instance because they found a new job or had to move to another 

city/or country. From the 86 women involved, only 67 completed both the 

autobiographical path proposed and the pre and post questionnaires that 

were implemented by the project to assess the efficacy of the interventions on 

the wellbeing of the beneficiaries. 

 

Details per organization 

Name of organization 
Type of service 

(shelter or 
counseling center) 

No of 
professionals 
implementing 

No of group 
interventions 

No of 
individual 

interventions 

No of 
women 

involved in 
interventions 

CooLabora Counseling Center 1 1 6 12 
NAV Aveiro Counseling Center 1 2 4 11 
NAV Bragança Counseling Center 1 3 0 12 
NAV Beja Counseling Center 1 2 3 11 
NAV Castelo Branco Counseling Center 1 1 1 6 
NAV Portalegre Counseling Center 1 1 3 10 

NAV Évora 
Counseling + 
Shelter Center 

1 4 2 12 

NAV Viana do Castelo 
Counseling + 
Shelter Center 

1 2 0 12 

CIG Other 0 0 0 0 

Total   8 16 19 86 
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The implementation of the project in Portugal was an interesting and 

learning experience for all people involved and we can underline some strong 

points and successes. One strong point was the geographical distribution of 

the interventions and diversity of contexts where the interventions were 

developed (e.g rural regions with small cities; medium cities in more urban 

contexts, etc.). A success was also the positive feedback that the professionals 

got from the participating women and some, mostly in context of group 

intervention, expressed that they would like to continue the autobiographical 

activities. 

Beneficiaries Reached 

Type of intervention 
No of of 

interventions 

Number of women 

Started Finished In progress Withdrawn 

Individual 19 19 15 4 0 

In group 16 67 54 6 7 

Brief (non evaluated) 0 0 0 0 0 

Total 35 86 69 10 7 

 

But there were also some difficulties. For most of the professionals 

involved in the Implementation Phase, it was not easy to combine their work 

with the autobiographical activities that they proposed to develop, because 

most of the Portuguese counseling and shelter centers rely on small teams of 

operators and the number of violence cases are increasing in most of them. 

Also, for most professionals it was not easy to gather the group participants 

and to match dates and schedules within them, resulting in a delay in the 

start of their autobiographical group interventions. 

At the end of the implementation, the majority  of  professionals involved 

expressed that they were willing to integrate this autobiographical approach 

in the services they provide to gender violence victims because they 

perceived, during the project, a positive impact and many benefits of this 

methodology in the women who had participated in the interventions they 

developed.  
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Outcomes 

Manuel Loureiro, Diana Silva 

 

Introduction 

The path that led to the results presented here came from the assumption 

that from the application of the methodologies known as expressive writing 

and autobiographical writing (within the so-called writing paradigm) one can 

expect benefits and therapeutic effects against emotional difficulties 

associated with different types of problems, including those experienced by 

victims of gender violence (Demetrio, 1996; Greco, Portis, Sabatino, Stievano 

& Rocco, 2012, June; Pennebaker, 1997, 2004; Pennebaker & Chung, 2011; 

Sloan & Marx, 2004). This methodology, for its versatility and predictable 

earnings, is useful in interventions with people who have gone through 

traumatic events as victims of gender violence, especially to improve their 

adaptive skills, overcome some of their symptoms and improve their 

emotional well-being (Demetrio & Borgonovi, 2007; Lepore & Smyth, 2002; 

Greco, Sabatino, Portis, Stievano & Rocco, 2012, June). 

The profound respect we have towards victims of gender violence comes 

naturally from the increasing knowledge that we have on the circumstances 

of victimization and the adaptive demands originated by the confrontation 

with such circumstances. The information on the types of abuse and abusers 

observed on the beneficiaries of the WBS intervention, showing the diversity 

and possible combinations of types of abuse, with the participation also of 

different types of abusers, attest the complexity of situations experienced in 

which emotional sensitivity, risk, fear, insecurity, uncertainty, fragility, 

precariousness, deprivation and frustration are just some of the aspects to be 

named. So, when it comes to designing and evaluating interventions, this 
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complexity becomes a challenge to researchers and operators, by the 

constraints it presents both in terms of methodological options and in terms 

of participants’ motivation as well as the stability of the intervention groups 

they will take part in. 

As for the design of the intervention, the partnership of WBS project has 

chosen a flexible intervention that could be adjusted to , the idiosyncrasies of 

beneficiaries and to specific local conditions for intervention. The intervention 

was nevertheless adequately structured and consistent with the Writing 

Paradigm, analyzed according to the scientific literature review that was 

carried out at the beginning of the project. Methodologically, given the 

difficulty in establishing control groups, it was decided to build up  three 

follow-up groups, one in each country, assessed twice, before and after, 

having as reference the perceived self-efficacy indicators (Jerusalem & 

Schwarzer, 1992; Scholz, Gutiérrez Doña, Sud, & Schwarzer, 2002; 

Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995), the initiative of personal growth (Robitschek, 

1998, 1999; Robitschek, et al., 2012) and expectations and perceived benefits 

of the intervention. 

Considering the specific features of interventions in each project’s 

participating country, we found it more appropriate to proceed with the 

presentation of the results independently. However, even without 

aggregating the data, a comprehensive look about the results considering the 

indicators of perceived self-efficacy, of personal growth initiative, 

expectations and perceived benefits, allows us to conclude on the effectiveness 

of the intervention through autobiographical writing 

 

Methodology and Instruments Used 

A pre-post design has been implemented to assess the autobiographical 

interventions carried out in Italy, Greece and Portugal by the facilitators 
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trained in the Project.  Qualitative and quantitative methods were combined 

to assess 3 relevant indicators: self-efficacy beliefs (the psychometric scale 

used was the General Self-Efficacy Scale – GSE, from Schwarzer and 

Jerusalem, in their version of 1995); well-being perception (the psychometric 

scale implemented was the Personal Growth Initiative Scale II – PGIS II, 

from Robitschek, in its latest version of 1998) and expectations and perceived 

benefits and attitude towards the writing procedure (obtained by Likert items 

in two qualitative questionnaires - in a pre moment with the “Beneficiaries’ 

Expectations Questionnaire” and in a post moment with the “Beneficiaries’ 

Perceived Benefits and Attitude to the Writing Procedure” - that have been 

created specifically for this project). 

Due to the diversity of the interventions, it was important to define some 

minimum criteria for the autobiographical interventions in which the 

assessment tools could be applied, specifically: for the individual sessions it 

was defined a minimum duration of one hour, with a total minimum of six 

sessions, occurring once a week; for the group sessions it was defined a 

minimum duration of two hours, with a total minimum of six sessions, 

occurring weekly as well. The autobiographical activities which did not meet 

those requirements were not assessed in terms of efficacy and impact on the 

women psychosocial wellbeing. In these cases, some facilitators, as it 

happened for instance in Portugal, have created specific evaluation tools in 

order to get the feedback of the participants regarding their satisfaction with 

the activities, but they have not been taken into account for the efficacy 

assessment sample. 
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Characterization of the Participants 

Characterization of the Beneficiaries in Portugal 

The group of participants in Portugal began with 73 elements, with ages 

between 16 and 69 years old. Regarding the educational level, we can 

highlight that there are 21 (28.8%) beneficiaries with Lower Secondary 

Education, 18 (24.7%) with Upper Secondary Education and only 3 (4.1%) 

with a Master or equivalent. About their professional situation, an important 

factor regarding financial autonomy, is that 36 (49.3%) are employed and 28 

(38.4 percent) are unemployed. Regarding the marital status, 26 (36.6%) are 

divorced, 18 (25.4%) are single and 17 (23.9%) are married. About the number 

of children, the average is 1.59 (SD = 1.1), varying between 0 and 4.  

In 39 (53.4%) cases, the abusers are the ex-husbands/ex-partners and in 26 

(35.6%) they are their husbands/partners. In what concerns the types of 

violence, there is an enormous diversity of possibilities and combinations. The 

preponderance goes to physical and psychological violence simultaneously in 

27 (37%) of the cases and for the psychological violence alone in 15 (20.5%). 

Physical, psychological and sexual violence all together was observed  in 9 

(12.3%) cases. All Portuguese women kept their writings at the victim 

support services, 50 (68.5%) or at home, 18 (24.7%), so that  their abusers  

could not access this material. 

56 (76.7%) of the Portuguese beneficiaries participated in interventions in 

group and 17 (23.3%) in individual interventions. The average number of 

autobiographical sessions attended by them was of 6.75 sessions (SD = .88) 

and ranged between 4 and 9. 

 

Characteristics of the Beneficiaries in Greece 
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Among the 80 beneficiaries in Greece, with ages between 18 and 79 , the 

prevalent educational levels are the Upper Secondary Education and the 

Bachelor or equivalent both with 20 (25%). About their professional situation, 

we emphasize that 23 (28.7%) are employed and 36 (45%) are unemployed.  

Regarding the marital situation of women, 42 (53.2%) are separated or 

divorced, 28 (35.4%) are married or cohabitating with a partner and 9 (11.4%) 

are single. As regards the number of children the vast majority (81%) has 

children and the average is 1.57 (SD = 1), varying between 0 and 4.  

 

When it comes to victimization, the main batterers of women are the ex-

husbands, husbands and/or ex-partners for 70 (88.6%) out of the 79 women, 

with 3 women having been abused by more than one intimate partners. 

About the forms of violence, out of 79 women who answer this question, all of 

them have suffered psychological violence, 51 (64.6%) physical violence, 25 

(31.6%) sexual violence and 43 (54.4%) economic violence. With regards to the 

combinations of the types, it is worth noticing that 11 women (13.9%) have 

suffered all types of violence, while only 9 (11.4%) were exposed at only one 

type, which was in all cases psychological violence. Among the 32 women 

(40.5%) who reported two types of violence, psychological violence is combined 

with physical for 18 women (22.8%), with sexual violence for 3 women (3.8%) 

and with economic violence for 11 women (13.9%). Among the 27 women 

(34.2%) who reported three types of violence, psychological violence is 

combined with physical and economic violence for 16 women (20.3%), with 

physical and sexual violence for 6 women (7.6%) and with sexual and 

financial violence for 5 women (6.3%).         

Almost all women kept their writings at the victim support services 51 

(64.6%) or at home, 24 (30.4%); and the majority 74 (93.7%) stated that the 

abusers had no form of access to their texts. 
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Fifty (62.5%) of the women participated in individual interventions and 30 

(37.5%) in group interventions (even though for 2 of them their last sessions 

were conducted individually, for practical reasons). Regarding the women 

who completed the autobiographical interventions, the average number of 

autobiographical sessions in which they participated was of 9.28 sessions (SD 

= 2.27) and ranged between 5 and 13. 

 

Characterization of the Beneficiaries in Italy 

Among the 30 beneficiaries, aged 18-69, the prevalent educational levels 

are the Upper Secondary Education for 13 (43.3%) and Lower Secondary 

Education for 12 (40%) women. About their professional situation, we point 

out that 6 (20%) are employed and 19 (63.3%) are unemployed. As for marital 

status, 11 (36.7%) women are married, 8 (26.7%) are separated and 5 (16.7%) 

are divorced. As regards the number of children, the average is 1.75 (DP = 

.84), varying between 0 and 4.  

When it comes to victimization, the main aggressors are the ex-

husbands/ex-partners in 14 (46.7%) cases and their husbands/partners in 10 

(33.3 percent) cases. About the forms of violence, the preponderance goes to 

physical and psychological violence simultaneously in the case of 8 victims 

(26.7%). Another 8 women suffered physical, psychological and financial 

violence all together (26.7%). Almost all women kept the writings at the 

victim support services, 22 (73.3%), and only 4 (13.3%) kept them at home. 25 

(83.3%) referred that the abusers had no way to get them. 

The autobiographical interventions were developed in groups for the 30 

(100%) beneficiaries and all of them participated in 6 autobiographical 

sessions. It is important to outline that most of them were Italian and some 

foreigners. 
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Results of the evaluation of the effectiveness of interventions   

The evaluation of the effectiveness of interventions was performed with 

different reference criteria and indicators selected according to their ability to 

illustrate fundamental aspects associated with adaptive demands of victims 

of gender violence, beneficiaries of WBS intervention. The project team 

considered from the outset the need to combine a quantitative cutting 

methodological option using standardized instruments with a more 

qualitative cutting methodological option with non-standardized 

questionnaires, with closed questions capable of fulfilling the requirements 

and specificities of the WBS intervention. We will present the results 

obtained by comparing measures taken before with measures taken after the 

interventions. In the case of standardized scales, we compared   pre-post 

averages. We analyzed some psychometric indicators of these instruments, 

obtained with the group of participants in this study, in particular its 

reliability, through the calculation of its internal consistency, using the 

Cronbach's alpha (ranging from .89 to .90 for GSE, and from .63 to .94 for 

PGIS-II, with only .63 value as unacceptable, and .66 as undesired). The 

results obtained by the other instruments, namely the questionnaire with 

items about expectations and the questionnaire about the perceived benefits, 

they were analyzed with the use of descriptive statistics. 

 

Main Outcomes and Conclusions 

The bibliographic review of autobiographical writing during the pre-

designing stage of the project created expectations  for the potential benefits 

of the autobiographical method. And after implementing it, the question that 

comes forth naturally is:  Was it worth it? 

Of course the answer has to be given by the beneficiaries of the 

intervention. We already know them through the demographic data and also 
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their victimization profile. The first answer is given indirectly by the high 

level of participation and continuation  in the programme until its end. At the 

time the present data analysis At the time the present data analysis to test  

for  efficacy was started, about 66% of the 80 participants in Greece who 

began the intervention had already completed it (while 15% were still in 

progress and 19% had discontinued the process); in Portogal,  94% of the 73 

women had completed the intervention path; and 91% of the 32  women in 

Italy had completed the interventions. Women were not offered any other 

incentive for their participation in the intervention, besides their own 

expectations about the benefits they might obtain by participating in the 

proposed activities. Also, it was possible to conclude that  dropouts occurred 

due to  constraints inherent to the particular situation of each participant 

and were not related to any indifference towards the programme. Considering 

these two elements, we can claim that the high percentage of participation 

and continuation in the programme until the end can be considered as an 

indicator of the women’s subjective feeling of effectiveness. 

It has to be added that the level of participation and continuation in the 

programme  may have been influenced by expectations initially generated 

among the addressed women , depending on the way the programme was 

presented by the professionals appointed for its implementation.  The way it 

was presented enabled us to see it as a possibility of help to change or to find 

a new course for these women’s life, together with their personal growth; a 

chance to help release and deal with negative emotions and feelings; and a 

possibility to increase self-awareness. Specifically the "writing" was 

prospected as an opportunity for expressing themselves about life in general, 

about self-awareness and self-esteem and to deal with their problems, 

feelings and emotions. Even when expectations were evaluated on a 0-10 

scale for items as “to know me better”, “to relieve negative feelings”, “to 

dedicate time to myself”, the scores  for these parameters were extremely 

high. 
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The analyses and results which are summarized below, were based on 

the data provided from 67 abused women in Portugal, 53 in Greece and 30 in 

Italy.   

Considering indicators that enable a more precise quantitative metric 

for the explanation of the possible effect of WBS intervention by comparing 

pre measures with post intervention measures, we have, first of all, the 

indicator of self-efficacy. Self-efficacy (GSE) refers to the perceived belief of 

participants in their ability to design and organize the necessary courses of 

action to overcome the situation they are in and therefore to have a strong 

motivational power (Bandura, 1997). For this indicator, statistically 

significant differences were observed on the paired t-test comparisons of the 

pre-post measures in the three groups of beneficiaries .[t(66) = -3.74, p <.001 

for the Portuguese group, t(52) = -3.61, p = .001 for the Greek group and t(29) 

= -2.56, p <.05 for the Italian group]. 

The personal growth initiative can be considered as the active and 

intentional involvement in changing and developing oneself as a person, that 

is, the extent to which someone will actively pursue challenges that can  

change her/him into  the person s/he would like to be (Robitschek, 1998). This 

was another indicator considered, consisting on five measures. In global 

measure of personal growth initiative (PGI-II), paired t-test comparisons of 

the pre-post measures revealed significant differences for the groups of 

Portuguese [t(65)= -3.56, p=.001] and Greek women [t(51)= -3.42, p=.001]. 

Analyzing  the indicator’s dimensions via paired t-tests, in the Readiness for 

Change parameter, we observed a statistically significant difference for the 

groups of Greek [t(51)= -3.42, p=.001] and Italian [t(29)= -1.76, p<.01] 

participants when comparing their pre-post measures. In the dimension of 

Planfulness - ability to plan change - we noticed a statistically significant 

difference between the pre-post measures for groups  of Portuguese [t(65)= -

3.50, p=.001] and Greek [t(51)= -2.65, p<.05] participants. In the dimension of 

Using resources - ability to use resources to make change happen - we found a 
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statistically significant difference when comparing the pre-post measures for 

groups of  Portuguese [t(65)= -3.62, p=.001] and Italian [t(29)= -1.95, p<.01] 

participants. Finally, in  the dimension of Intentional Behavior, we observed 

a statistically significant difference when comparing the pre-post measures 

for groups  of  Portuguese [t(65)= -2.81, p=.05] and Greek [t(51)= -2.79, p<.01]  

participants. 

It is worth mentioning that in all comparisons that reached significance, 

the differences between pre-post scores were towards the hypothesized 

direction, namely post-scores were always higher than pre-scores. Moreover, 

the same tendency was also observed in the comparisons which failed to 

reach significance. 

High scores were also registered on the  perceived benefits after 

interventions.  We found out that most of the women in the three countries 

considered the intervention important to themselves because it was 

constructive, promoted self-knowledge, allowed new goals, enabled self-

examination and was liberating. The WBS intervention was also valued by 

most women as an aid in the release of feelings and emotions and in the 

analysis and attribution of new meanings to specific events. The evaluation of 

perceived benefits in a 0-10 scale  in items as “know me better”, “relieve 

negative feelings”, “dedicate time to myself”, was also extremely high. 

Considering the sum of all items (N = 11) for each participant (min. = 0 

max. = 110) a total mean score calculated for all participants; we find for the 

beneficiaries in Portugal (N = 67) an average value of 90.69 (SD = 17.08); for 

the beneficiaries in Greece (N = 52) an average value of 93.98 (SD = 16.71); 

for the beneficiaries in Italy (N = 30) an average value of 87 (SD = 19.31). 

These are values that reveal an extremely high score for the perceived 

benefits. 

The element that  was considered more rewarding in interventions was 

the possibility of sharing writings and feelings with other beneficiaries, 
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functioning as a mutual aid; the promotion of increased self-knowledge and 

self-esteem; and also the possibility to write or draw and make 

autobiographical exercises. We also realized that the most appreciated 

activities during interventions were diverse and distinct according to the 

groups, and the most mentioned  were the autobiographical spiral, the 

projection into the future, the process of writing, the revelation of feelings 

and emotions, the sharing of texts with other beneficiaries, the WAI and the 

Archipelago tools. 

The reported results supported the hypothesis that a large number of 

women benefited from WBS interventions, in a large spectrum of positive 

aspects for their emotional well-being, for the reinforcement of their self-

efficacy beliefs and their personal growth initiative. These results are in line 

with the expectations created about the effects of autobiographical writing in 

promoting physical and psychological well-being pointed out by Allard, 

Andersson and Conley (2008), Bakie and Wilhelm (2005); Demetrio (1996); 

Demetrio and Borgonovi (2007); Greco, et al. (2012 Jun and b); Lepore and 

Smyth, 2002; Pennebaker (1997, 2004); Pennebaker & Chung (2011); Sloan 

and Marx (2004). 

When we try to demonstrate that the intervention was effective, there 

are some issues to be considered in the analysis of the collected data. The 

first has to do with the configuration of the intervention groups composed by 

the participant women. The circumstances experienced by each woman victim 

of gender violence differed greatly from country to country and even within 

countries. It was therefore not possible to set up as a rule control groups and 

homogeneous groups for comparison and for legitimating the process of intra 

and intergroup comparison. Also, the constraints of the situations 

experienced  by each participant would not allow for  a greater structuring 

and standardization of each intervention. Still, we must not forget that in the 

guidelines specifically developed to lead the Project’s intervention, the basic 

aspects were clearly and objectively defined to ensure consistency referring to 
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autobiographical writing and to some common features of, the intervention in 

each country. However, looking at the intervention performed in a more 

pragmatic way, with a little less of methodological fundamentalism, and with 

reference to the circumstances of participants and conditions of the respective 

support services, what at first seems a limit can become an advantage. That 

is, the lower structuring of the intervention  and the fact that comparing 

groups were not used, implementing only a pre-post follow-up of the same 

group, made it a more versatile tool, which could be implemented in a 

minimally controlled manner. The chance that we had of working  with three 

groups from different geographies and cultures takes on a special significance 

looking at  results that show statistically significant positive differences in 

post intervention measures, when using the quantitative indicators of 

perceived overall efficiency or personal growth initiative. Also, analyzing the 

answers obtained from the participants, we realized that from the first 

moment the intervention was considered stimulating and motivating for 

participants, and  the benefits perceived and reported on sample 

questionnaires show that the intervention fulfilled the initially created 

expectations. 

Bearing in mind the evaluation results, there is strong evidence 

indicating that the WBS intervention seemed to be effective in the support 

and emotional comfort provided to participants, reinforcing their belief in the 

ability to overcome adverse situations related to their status as victims of 

gender violence. 
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The professionals’ points of view 

 

Italy  

The following text was written by Irene Agnello, Chiara Scipioni, Valentina 

Sciagura e Giusy Coronato 

  

Presenting this project was both exciting and wrought with difficulties at 

the same time. We professionals had to put a great deal of effort into finding 

time slots and dedicated spaces. During the time spent in anti-violence 

centres the addressed women alternated moments of passiveness and 

inactivity with moments of full engagement. Both facilitators  and  women 

had to come to terms with the need to win over the initial resistance to 

participation for overly discouraged women and then it was necessary to  

constantly make adjustments to the timetable and change dates in order to 

meet the needs of participants.  

In spite of this, all the women who participated used the workshops to 

express, through their writing, the feelings and sensations that emerged in 

forms other than through the spoken word. Starting with the history of their 

name enabled each woman to look at her life in a manner that was not 

affected by the violence that had brought her to the anti-violence centre.  

Retracing the path that had led them to the anti-violence centre prompted 

many to laugh and be again a child when asked to draw, showing their 

resources and their identity, describing the path that had led them to the 

centre, expressing their preferences. The invitation to bring a piece of 

writing, a song, a poem, a painting that they loved was greatly appreciated 

and enabled many of them to make themselves known and share with the 

other participants their passions and what they like. 
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Dedicating time to themselves and to writing was a very positive 

experience for all the women who participated and we were able to notice 

that being present in the autobiography workshops for each of them was a 

means for strengthening their identity, a way of redesigning the path that 

had led them to escape from a relationship of violence in their own way; the 

workshop succeeded in bringing out, in each of them, creative aspects and 

facets having rich potential. 

Throughout the meetings held in anti-violence centres, we personally 

experienced the effects and the life experiences emerging from the use of 

autobiographical writing. After the workshop in Anghiari in June 2013 

during which we were exposed to the autobiographical instrument for the 

first time, we thought it was worth  gaining a deeper understanding of 

“writing about oneself” for the sake of the “start from the self” method, an  

offspring of  the feminist practice that we still use at anti-violence centres. 

“Writing beyond the silence” : this phrase was often repeated throughout the 

experience, each meeting enabled the reprocessing of some element, some 

insight, something that “you could take home”. All this was amplified by the 

strength of the group, ensured by small but fundamental rules: being and 

feeling free to choose whether to share or not, not be judgmental knowing 

that we, in turn, will not be judged. Each meeting enabled the group to grow 

into something more, an invisible, unspoken bond was created made of 

glances, thank you’s, smiles, tears. Already during the workshop we clearly 

perceived the extent to which this additional instrument could be useful for  

anti-violence centres.   

Starting from the emotions, difficulties and reflections arising from 

personal experience we were later able to measure the scope of  interventions 

to be delivered to  each specific group of women to whom we offered the 

autobiography writing workshop. It was certainly not easy to explain to each 

of them the project in all its articulations; we did however find all the women 

to be curious and ready to put themselves on the line. The biggest difficulty 
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was that of not having the documentation required for the workshop in the 

various languages; the women involved in the workshop had all a good level 

of understanding of the Italian language, but not sufficient to understand all 

the steps and shades of meaning of some terms of the documents. It was 

therefore necessary for us to intervene and we agreed that in such a delicate 

phase this was not helpful to create intimacy, enable reflection about oneself 

and offer a deeper private space - which are essential moments of 

autobiography. This was the only small obstacle of a surprising experience: 

the strength of each woman, the trust they gave, the desire to share. Each of 

them found the courage to stop, reflect, write about themselves, about their 

feelings, their fears but above all about their hopes. This was the key word in 

all our meetings.  

From the first-hand experience we had and later with the women at the 

anti-violence centre, we agreed that autobiographical writing is undoubtedly 

a useful instrument to be adopted as part of the methods used in anti-

violence centres; the professionals obviously needed training and to gain 

specific skills before being able to use this instrument in an autobiographical 

workshop attended by the women (those currently being sheltered, those 

formerly sheltered and those who are received in centres). One of the 

professionals who participated in this beautiful experience reported the 

following: 

Little by little I rediscovered the pleasure of writing, writing 

about myself, writing to be able to read about myself, a new 

way of devoting time to myself. The initial training experience 

was important; it was a strong and exciting experience but I 

still had thousands of doubts.. I felt that those days had not 

been enough for me, I was not ready to set up and run a 

workshop on autobiographical writing but I felt the urge to go 

ahead. The other professionals I worked with had many 

questions and curiosities; they had not been as lucky as I had 

been in learning and experiencing autobiographical writing ... 

at times this made me feel lonely, different from the others ... I 
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think that all the professionals of our working group should 

have this experience, and then build it for the women who come 

to our Centres. Together with my “fellow trainees” who work in 

other anti-violence centres, we decided to set up workshops for 

women who have experienced violence. I ran a workshop with 

women sheltered in an Anti-violence Centre. They participated 

with intensity and chose to tell about themselves and “be read”. 

The women wrote about painful episodes of their lives, 

memories that belonged to the past but that emerged and took 

on new meaning, prompting hope and projects for the future 

and the desire to start a new life. Little by little I began to 

realize that autobiographical writing needed that silence, to 

make room for recollections, words that will remain written 

forever and that you will always carry with you and with your 

thoughts and I also realized that reading needs time, reception, 

respect. At times I wonder, did I do a good job in running the 

workshop?!” 

 

§ 
                                                                                                       

Greece 

The counselors’ point of view in regards to the impact that the 

autobiographical intervention had on  abused women is summarized below: 

Autobiographical activities seemed to be a unique path towards self-

awareness. Women, maybe for first time in their lives, were offered the 

opportunity to focus exclusively on themselves; to think, write and talk about 

themselves, and about the way they experience their lives. Their self-esteem 

was increased, as they were invited to recall positive features of their 

character, their forgotten skills, strengths and desires, and to see themselves 

through their own eyes.  

At the same time, they were given both valuable space to talk about the 

abuse, to break their silence, and useful guidance under which they managed 

to separate the problem from the person and to re-construct their self-image. 
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A lot of false-beliefs concerning the abuse they suffered were restored, such 

as that “they are not responsible for that”, “it is not their fault”, “the pain 

they feel is a natural emotional response to the oppression they experienced”, 

“nobody has the right to abuse them and if this happens, it is not because 

they deserve it”, “they are not helpless” etc, something that allowed them to 

get rid of the guilt they felt and to regain their self-confidence. These women 

became aware of the way they had underestimated not only themselves, but 

also the supportive network around them that could lend a helping hand.     

During this process, they felt overall more empowered. They produced 

texts or drawings that were of value for them and for their -past, present and 

future- life-course; products that gave meaning to what they experienced and 

perspective to what they want to experience from now on.  

Being able to take the control of themselves meant being able to regain the 

control of their lives. They realized that they have the right to defend 

themselves as human beings and to choose the life they want. They started to 

set goals for their lives and to make plans for the future, based only on their 

own decisions and desires.   

§ 

Portugal 

The following sentences express the Portuguese professionals’ point of view 

on the impact of the autobiographical interventions in women victims of 

violence who participated in the project. These opinions were collected from 

the final evaluation questionnaires that professionals completed at the end of 

the Implementation Phase. 

Ana Lúcia Pestana (NAV Beja): “The intervention had a positive impact on 

beneficiaries, who felt valued by the participation in the sessions, for the time 

and attention devoted to their stories and the opportunity to be heard 
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without judgment. All this contributed to their sense of benefit regarding 

their participation in the project.” 

Carla Batista (NAV Portalegre): “The autobiographical method allowed the 

beneficiaries to feel valued, with more power over their decisions and on their 

life. It also allowed them to approach dynamically some issues that helped to 

better understand their "Identity" and to reframe some events. Ultimately, 

the project fostered in the beneficiaries a taste for writing as a way to express 

and enhance positive feelings, moving away from negative experiences, 

allowing for a greater willingness to new experiences and making them more 

attentive to the surrounding reality.” 

Diana Silva (GAVVD CooLabora - Covilhã): “Despite it could be hurtful 

sometimes and with specific exercises, the autobiographical methodology had 

a very strong impact in victims of violence, namely in the process of 

increasing their self-esteem, self-concept, self-awareness, personal growth 

and resignification of past events.” 

Isabel Lemos (NAV Aveiro): “I believe that the impact is extremely positive 

because it allows them to look at themselves as persons with skills, 

understand many of their life experiences and give them a different meaning. 

It enables them to look at the present and the future in a different way, 

helping them to fight for their dreams and goals, to release the suffering 

caused by abusive dynamics experienced and above all to "meet-themselves" 

as persons and women ... 

Teresa Fernandes (NAV Bragança): “All women gave me a very positive 

feedback on devices and sessions, and especially on the topics addressed in 

each of them. I believe that the impact is not immediate because some skills 

must be trained over time in order to let women  internalize them, so for the 

moment the main effect has to do with the awareness about some important 

life events, some mentors of their life, the relational dynamics established 

with peers and family, life project, among others.” 
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TRANSFORMATIVE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL METHODOLOGY 

AND VULNERABLE SUBJECTS 

 

Background  

Duccio Demetrio 

 

Autobiographical writing differs from other forms of writing. To 

understand this difference, it is important to recall the role  writing has in 

the mental development of people who write regularly for both personal and 

professional reasons. We must not forget that writing follows narrative and 

cognitive patterns that are quite different from those followed when 

communicating orally, unless the latter is organized in accordance with the 

forms and strategies of a written text. For instance, when we are addressing 

an audience, not “off the cuff”, but following a logical thread with the aim of 

attracting the listeners whom we ask to become the “readers” of our thought. 

In addition, when we write – usually – we are not “sensitive” to the context, 

to the listeners, to the moods of the moment as instead it occurs in a 

conversation, a squabble where there is mutual interruption (TV talk shows 

offer ample evidence); in these cases the interaction complies with modalities 

that go beyond what is actually said (the text). We can break rules in a way 

that would be unacceptable in a piece of writing. The exception is represented 

by avant-garde literary experiments in which the writer purposely intends to 

imitate the spoken word precisely by introducing its less methodical and 

monitored manifestations. In oral communication we abandon ourselves to its 

disorderly flow, to its interlocutory passion, to the dialectics of the spoken 

word; all this is strongly attenuated when we take up a pen or use the 

keyboard.  

It has often been pointed out that the interactive exercise offered by the 

Internet may reflect a “revival of the oral tradition”: the urge to narrate and 
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tell about oneself for purposes that are not those traditionally assigned to 

writing. But even though writing is used on the social networks, ‘writing’ is 

actually being betrayed. When we sit down to write, whatever the nature of 

the text – poetic, literary, epistolary, autobiographical, an essay and even 

more so if it is a scientific or philosophical paper – we approach that exercise 

by taking up a pen in our hands (or by typing on a keyboard) with the aim of 

putting together, in a systematic manner, ideas and phrases, emotions, 

sophisticated or simple and unaffected representations of oneself and of the 

world.  We offer the reader a conceptual construct (irrespective of our 

intention of prompting him/her to think or feel emotions) that will engage 

him/her, induce him/her to seek to understand what we are trying to 

communicate; because it is our intention to awaken his/her affects, touch 

his/her emotions, stir his/her passion. Reading a single word, an essential 

statement, or an epigram may be enough to prompt a systematizing effect 

and make things fall into place.  Indeed, that brief (albeit modest and 

ephemeral) semantic trace is capable of generating reasoning, analysis, 

reflections that dilate it and link it to countless additional narrative elements 

and potential. And for the very configuration of our mind, it will have the 

function of rearranging our experience.  

After this introduction, let us look at the meaning of autobiographical 

writing. First of all it is a complex genre because we are put before a choice 

that is not contingent and momentary (unlike a diary, a letter, notes, etc.), it 

is not prompted by a desire that precedes the very decision to write.  And this 

thought leads me to the second question: 

 The autobiographical instinct responds to a need to put order in the 

memories, stories, recollections that we all carry with us. This activity, one 

might object, can be done mentally or we can issue a long interview to an 

interlocutor, for instance a biographer. But in fact it must be made very clear 

that it is totally different to write in the first person. It takes courage to 

dedicate oneself to a similar endeavor that also has social consequences 
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because we leave a witness or version of our life that is available to any 

reader whether we like him/her or not. When we engage in the 

autobiographical exercise, we are well aware that what we shall be writing 

cannot be fiction, it cannot be an anarchical gesture of creative freedom. The 

autobiographical genre is chosen not with the aim of totally deforming our 

story and image, but to retrace our past history with the intention of writing 

a text that reflects us in a credible way and that, to the extent possible, may 

be, at least partially, confirmed (facts, salient episodes, etc.) by others who 

have had the fortune or misfortune of crossing paths with us. For these 

reasons, an autobiography may be attractive or not, and it may even be 

feared because it demands a serious commitment to self-analysis, 

introspection, and because it awakens phantoms of the past produced by our 

mistakes, feelings of guilt, and wounds of our body or soul.  

These thoughts bring us to an important question: How can 

autobiographical writing heal and generate change? In spite of all this, there 

is no counting – throughout the centuries – of the number of men and women 

who, usually half way through their life or even before that midpoint and 

especially at difficult and critical moments in their lives, wrote about 

themselves without anyone prompting them to do so. And in many cases 

these people had little, if any, education at all or were only self-educated.  

The purpose of writing was not so much that of bearing witness, but they did 

it because -  in those days and in this era of digital technology – they were 

aware of the fact that writing mitigates discomfort and it relieves tension; 

because pouring out one’s soul is a healing process; it is soothing and it 

symbolically stitches up the wounds of the body and of the soul; it facilitates 

grieving and the processing of pain, failure, and loss. Even in the scientific 

and clinical fields, writing is acknowledged to be effective in self-treatment 

and in some cases it is even therapeutic. As demonstrated by famous writers 

who “saved”  themselves by writing. However, we must not forget the infinite 

number of anonymous writers and autobiography writers who have written  
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pages that will forever remain unpublished, without heirs, without readers, 

but who, by telling their personal story felt less alone, less abandoned, less 

“empty”.  The emptiness that we feel in our lives is thus symbolically “filled” 

by the pages that we write. It is a temporary relief, a momentary healing.  In 

other cases, autobiographical writing is publicized precisely because it 

generates a social impact that can be the means for meeting new people and 

for receiving recognition.  In a few words it helps our self-esteem, it is an ego-

booster whether it remains within the circle of our privacy or whether it 

exposes us publicly, consistently with the nature and purpose of a given piece 

of writing which is precisely that of being read and being a means of 

communication.   

Recurring emotions are linked to reminiscing, as an autobiography writer 

re-experiences moments of emotion as he/she proceeds with the writing 

exercise. This is the reason why the people who complete this type of work, 

usually do not stop writing because they want to re-experience the ecstasy of 

those moments (but also the moments of suffering that were wont to be 

forgotten are re-experienced).  

All autobiography writers, whether famous or unknown (some of whom are 

discovered and appreciated only after their death), have the opportunity of 

experiencing some well being by writing thanks to the beneficial effects that 

this strictly individual activity entails. They have had the opportunity of 

putting themselves to the test by writing pages and pages that as men and 

women put them before the powers that the writing process revealed to them 

as they proceeded  and that was an antidote, a drug, a balm against their 

mental, existential and emotional disorder. Writing about our life, in the 

presumptuous courage of telling it in its complexity and wholeness, or only 

some salient and crucial scenes, requires writers  to put the events in 

chronological succession; you need to abide by the rules that govern writing; 

you need to adopt a method and self-discipline that is both cognitive and 

inherent in the conditions that any writer needs: silence, solitude, 
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concentration, constant commitment, etc. Moreover the writer needs to sort 

out and select themes, topics, facts, classify memories: ordering criteria are to 

be adopted to decide what needs to be told and what needs to be withheld, 

what is to be put first and what should come after. From what has been said 

so far, any writing experience carried out in compliance with these self 

adopted methods or prompted by the educational experience (as we have been 

doing at the Libera Università dell’Autobiografia of Anghiari for more than 

fifteen years) cannot but generate changes within ourselves and in our social 

and affective relationships. 

As already stated, autobiographical writing, that at first glance could seem 

to be a solipsistic genre – and to some extent it is for the writer while it is in 

progress– is actually an antidote also to narcissistic and self-celebrative 

exuberance. While it is undoubtedly true that there are writers who devote 

themselves to autobiography for these conscious or unconscious reasons, 

however, there are also others who are present as recipients of these pages, 

but above all as presence, shadows, persecutory or protective phantoms of our 

human experience. Every piece of writing, even the most introspective of 

writings, is inhabited by other people, those who generated us, people whom 

we loved or hated, betrayed or took care of. It is inhabited by the stories we 

listened to, told by those who preceded us, and that are therefore part of our 

family sagas, collective narrations. An autobiographical text, but even a 

novel, is nothing but a plot: a set of plots and twists or turn of events, etc. 

And for these characteristics it puts us in the flow of narrative experience. 

Narrating is a human practice and experience that is necessary and 

physiological for our being in the world. As such, it is aimed at producing oral 

or written texts that are literally “objects” endowed with an inherent property 

of establishing logical links with the other parts of discourse. In two 

directions: on the one hand the stimulus may help us reorganize what we 

already know, confirm our certainties, and on the other hand, it may venture 

into unchartered waters, prompting hitherto unknown ideas based on intra-
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psychic and relational phenomena that have to do with creativity, innovation, 

fantasy; whose original outcomes will always be “compositional”. A word 

whose re-arranging power once again cannot be overlooked and that the 

autobiographical genre undoubtedly emphasizes, pre-orders leading to the 

conclusion that we decide for the story.  

I would like to add, in conclusion, that autobiographical writing is also a 

very important professional tool. It is a process thanks to which, and with 

which, it is possible to give dignity, rather equal dignity to any life story as 

when we deal with the biographies of patients, people with existential 

suffering and in social discomfort who cannot or do not want to write about 

themselves. And again unlike what happens with the spoken word, while the 

listener may be distracted, the reader is more attentive, he has before himself 

a text that cannot be “betrayed”. And again the quest for oneself proceeds. As 

the poet Cioran once said, “anyone who inquires about himself will inevitably 

end up inquiring about all the rest”. One’s gaze opens up to the other, to the 

cosmos, to life. It does not restrict itself because by writing you have looked 

into the depths of your soul and of the solitude you may have experienced and 

you have put it to flight generating another alter ego for yourself with which 

you will have to come to terms again and again, by learning a more 

thoughtful and self-reflective style of mind and of life. Those who learn to 

welcome themselves will welcome the Other provided that anyone wishing to 

use this method in a professional capacity is willing to apply it to himself first 

of all. From an ethical standpoint you cannot ask others to write about their 

life if you have not undertaken the same self-training experience yourself. 

 

  



 

 

 

      

 68  

Writing about oneself  

Lucia Portis 

 

In his research on how to develop self-knowledge and in the analysis of 

what he calls “games of truth”4 , Foucault (Foucaults in Gutman et al. 1992) 

identifies four types of technologies: 

- Production technologies for producing, transforming or manipulating 

objects; 

- Technologies related to systems of signs, meanings, symbols, 

significations 

- Power technologies that regulate the conduct of individuals and subject 

them to given goals set by an external power, thus objectifying 

individuals; 

- Self technologies, that enable individuals to carry out, with their own 

means or with the help of others, a certain number of operations on 

their body and on their soul – from thoughts to behaviour, ways of 

being – and hence transforming themselves in order to achieve a state 

of happiness, pureness, wisdom, perfection or immortality (Foucault in 

Gutman et al. 1992: p. 13).  

While, in general, writing undoubtedly belongs to the second type of 

technology as a system of signs designed to have meaning, writing per se can 

also be classified as belonging to the fourth type of technology because it 

enables individuals to reflect on what they do and on their perceptions, and 

act on their thoughts and on their soul, and it even enables them to 

transform themselves. 

                                            
4 Foucault introduces in his writings the concept of “episteme” used to indicate a set of discourse 

structures that uphold the conceptual systems of a given historic era, in a given social and geographic 

context. Starting from the episteme, according to Foucault, only certain “games of truth” , namely the 

human sciences, may take place. 
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In Plato’s dialogue “The First Alcibiades”, “Taking care of oneself” precedes 

the “know thyself”; adults must take care of themselves, improve themselves 

and know themselves. The self is “auto”, same, identity, the self is not the 

habit, nor the objects, nor the riches, the Self is not in the body, it is in the 

soul. 

The act of taking care is a material activity, it is not an abstract one5. 

Taking care of oneself is taking care of one’s soul as an activity and not as a 

substance; knowledge of self become the goal to be achieved by taking care of 

oneself.  

Writing as a way of taking care of oneself and as a technology of the self 

implies discipline, willpower and steadfastness: 

Epimeleia implies accurate work. It takes time. One of the great questions of 

the culture of self consists in deciding what part of the day, or of life, one should 

devote to it. (Foucault, 1993: p. 54). 

Taking care of oneself through writing is an existential art that develops 

understanding of self and of the world only if it is adopted as a life practice.  

 

 

Autobiography 

Amongst the various genres, the biography genre is the most ancient. Bios 

(life) graphy (writing) has a Greek origin; it means the story of a person’s life 

written by someone else. It began as a laudatio funebris and as epideictic 

genre. Writing about oneself was practiced by the Greeks first and then by 

the Romans through memoirs, letters, commentaries and orations (Demetrio 

1996), but these texts are far from being real  autobiographies and do not 

respect the covenants of  autobiography,  by which the author pledges he/she 

                                            
5 Epimeleisthai is a Ancient Greek term that refers to the peasant who takes care of his fields or to 

the king who takes care of his people and of his town. 
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will tell the truth about him/herself (being sometimes not aware of this), , 

driven by the desire to represent him/herself (Lejeune, 1986).  

Autobiography is a type of writing about self that can be defined as a 

narrative construction of self that a person develops using the events of 

his/her past (but may concern also the present and the future), and in which 

the narrator and protagonist are one and the same (Smorti in Gamelli, 2003). 

Three levels should be considered in thinking about Autobiography: 

individual, collective and historical one. 

At an individual level an autobiography has two goals. The first is to try 

and build up a consistent narrative about oneself, the second is to show that 

one’s life story is similar to other people’s life stories. The discovery of being 

like other people gives a sense of social belonging. At the same time the 

elements of uniqueness are important because they demonstrate that each 

individual is unique.  

At a collective level, when referred to a social group, collective memory has 

different meanings compared to individual memory. Through collective 

memory the recollections of a generation or of a given historic period are 

preserved. Individual memory remembers the events that have personal 

meaning: something that only the narrator knows (Halbwachs, 1997). 

Collective memory may however influence individual memory and, likewise, 

family or political narrative constructions influence individual recollections.  

At an historic level, autobiographies unfold in historic settings; according 

to some, the collective memory of a society (Pennebacker, 1997) covers cycles 

of between twenty and twenty-five years because people are most impressed 

by public events when they are aged between twelve and twenty-five, and 

therefore historic memory is linked to that period of life. 

Smorti (2003) suggests that autobiography should be considered with 

reference to a generational context because the three levels are unified by the 
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concept of generation6, all life stories are inter-linked and they concern not 

only the individual but also his/her generation and hence the community and 

the historic period. 

Autobiography is considered to be a self-healing method (Demetrio, 1996) 

because it attributes meaning to memories and generates reflexivity, besides 

exploring one’s own identity. Writing about oneself becomes a way of going 

over one’s story and one’s thoughts according to a possible plot7.  

According to Gargani: 

Our birth is determined by the act of procreation by our parents […]. But then 

there is another birth that is not perceived by the outside world, it is the birth that 

we give ourselves by telling our story over and over again, redefining it through the 

writing process from which emerges the style according to which we want to be 

understood by others (Gargani, 1992: p. 5). 

 

Narrative birth takes on meaning and becomes explicit in story-telling, 

writing brings it out. Through the memories of the past, autobiography is a 

journey of attributing meaning in relation to the present. Writing always 

reveals something about the writer. In this sense writing is a healing process 

in that it brings out the latent meanings that are present in all people. 

  

Brief history of autobiography  

St. Augustine was the first to use autobiography in an introspective 

manner and as a technology for self narration, “The Confessions” (1993) mark 

the beginning of the introspective genre based on meditating about the past 

and about one’s actions:   

“The Confessions” is the first study of the cognitive procedures adopted to 

bring into awareness the salient moments of one’s story and to describe the 

                                            
6 According to Block (1949), a generation is a cohort of people in the same age bracket (maximum 

age difference five-seven years) who have in common experiences and memories. 
7 There are as many autobiographic plots as there are identities. 
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inner transformation processes while seeking to relate to the divine 

(Demetrio, 2000: p. 216).  

For St. Augustine knowing means remembering, a person’s memory 

harbors the elementary notions and principles of the sciences. Time exists 

only as a subjective system of awareness that places events along a 

continuum: first the past, through recollection, then the present, through 

attention, and finally the future, through expectation.  Time therefore is a 

subjective dimension and memory is one of its components.  

Another important author for the autobiography genre was Michel de 

Montaigne (ivi: p. 18). His “Essays” (1995) constitute an example of a private 

diary that contains extemporary thoughts organized in the form of an interior 

monologue where there is no plot, but only a stream of thoughts.  In 

Montaigne’s view, the individual is faced before a world that is “constantly 

swaying” and change is the expression of man’s condition, a condition where 

there is no place for certainty. In the presence of uncertainty and doubt, any 

judgment is to be withheld. Personal reflection is useful to fight against 

common sense and endow oneself with the autonomy of judgment.  

Jean Jacques Rousseau is the author who has left us one of the most 

significant portraits of autobiographical literature in his “Confessions” (1988). 

In this text he explores his inner world as origin of his sense of being 

different from his contemporaries. It is from the standpoint of this diversity 

that he feels the need to speak about himself; the society around him harbors 

feelings of love and hate that are present throughout his autobiography.  

These three philosophers all have a possible interlocutor: God in the case of 

St. Augustine, himself for Montaigne, and society for Rousseau.  

Autobiography as a literary genre appeared in 1798 in a text by Friedrich 

Schlengel, even though it is present, albeit not as genre, in the history of 

literature since the 15th century with Dante and Petrarch through to 
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Goldoni, Alfieri, Leopardi, but also Goethe and Stendhal. In the 20th century 

Autobiographies are often intermingled with novels and are not always 

faithful to the original traits constituted by learning, change and reflection. 

(Demetrio, 2000).  

Autobiographies were rediscovered in the Eighties by French, Canadian, 

Swiss and Italian scholars belonging to different fields of knowledge: 

psychology, sociology and pedagogy (Lejeune,1986; Pineau, 1989; Dominicé, 

1992; Jedlowsky, 1994; Demetrio,1996; Formenti, 1998; Fabbri, 1991); for 

these authors writing about themselves and writing life stories is an 

opportunity for meditating and for intellectual revitalization.  

 

Autobiographical methods 

The interest in life stories began at the School of Sociology of Chicago in 

the Twenties with the flourishing of a number of stories on marginal living 

conditions in urban society in the America of the New Deal. The biographic 

sociological model was taken up again in the Seventies by the French school 

that shifted its research focus from marginalized individuals to blue-collar 

workers, artisans and their families (Olangero, Saraceno, 1993). So far the 

approach was sociological (qualitative sociology) and was focused on 

biographies. 

The use of life stories in the pedagogical field was rediscovered and used 

during the Seventies by a group of scholars in the French speaking world 

(Pineau, Dominicé) and adopted in Italy by Duccio Demetrio. In Italy it was 

the research group in Milan working on “Adulthood and educational 

processes” coordinated by Demetrio at the State University in the Nineties 

that started to take an interest in autobiographies. 

There are various reasons that induced the group to start using 

autobiography in educational work: 
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- attention to a scientific dimension of age and adult identity oriented to 

the empirical and hermeneutical dimension that avoids useless 

generalizations; 

- concept of development and learning as a process endowed with 

dynamism and possibility for change; 

- the importance of recognizing the capacity for biographically 

significant self-learning; 

- the need to rethink research and the position of the researcher as 

someone who exposes himself by writing about himself; 

- awareness of the significant reciprocity between research, training and 

lived experiences (Castiglioni, 2002).  

The autobiographical approach is used not only in learning environments 

but also in therapy and research, and it puts the focus on life stories, 

conditions and cognitive processes that enable the story to be told in a 

reflexive, training and self-education perspective.  

Two different moments stand out in the educational or therapy settings 

that use autobiographical methods: the auto-reflexive device 

(autobiographical reconnaissance) that rethinks the events of one’s story, 

gives them meaning and produces an organized and complex text that uses a 

medium (written autobiography or narrative interview), and a second 

“negotiation” device, a negotiated interaction on the collective meanings in 

which the group that participates in the journey, discovers, enhances, raises 

the stakes, compares the sense and meanings of the experiences (similar to 

the role of the chorus in the Ancient Greek tragedy, that underscores salient 

aspects). The individual’s story now belongs to the context (time, social, 

cultural, community) and at the same time it sheds the light of its original 

uniqueness onto the context.  

Autobiographical practices may pursue different goals and be addressed to 

different audiences but they all obtain some common effects: 
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- an effect of “hetero-esteem” (Demetrio, 19909) experienced when one’s 

story is of interest to someone else; 

- an effect of “self-esteem” when the narrator recognizes that he/she has 

a story that is significant and worth being told. 

- An effect of “exo-esteem” when the narrator realizes that he/she is 

capable of producing a text that is endowed with meaning.  

 

Writing is of fundamental importance in autobiographical practices; 

writing is a form of thinking that can be observed by the reader; according to 

Maturana (1985), it is a second-order description because it is not endowed 

with the immediacy of oral story-telling and it embodies a remoteness of 

reference. Writing obliges the writer to summarize and to reflect on the 

description of his/her experiences; thinking takes on a physical form and is 

redefined. 

The use of writing activates cognitive bi-location8  in that by fixing the 

events of the story on the page, the narrator has the possibility of managing 

them, modifying them and giving them a new cognitive connotation.  

Autobiographical practices consist in a first step where the participant 

embarks on an introspective journey through his/her recollections by using 

devices that enable him/her to write down the story. This step implies a 

readiness to listen to oneself (Formenti, 1998) and the desire to communicate 

one’s experience to an interlocutor/listener or reader. 

This work can be done in group (in a workshop setting) or in pairs where 

one person facilitates and plays the role of interlocutor/listener and the other 

tells his/her story. 

                                            
8 When writing an autobiography something happens that Demetrio (1996) calls ‘Cognitive 

Bilocation’ which refers to the ability that each person has of splitting him/herself in the narration 

without losing him/herself so as to be able to “watch” from the outside, the distancing occurs both in 

time (then – now), in space (there – here) and in becoming the characters of a story (author and 

protagonist coincide in an Autobiography. 



 

 

 

      

 76  

The next step, consisting in interpretation and feedback, individual and/or 

in group, may be parallel to and/or come after the reconnaissance step. Here 

the narrators are asked to share their writing with the group or in pairs and 

reflect on what they have written. The re-reading and analysis of texts enable 

the participants to understand their narrative choices, their interpretations 

and offer further attributions of meaning: finding the surprising/unsettling 

textual elements, the recurring elements, what is missing, the question 

marks, the elements that one has in common with the other members, the 

elements that are similar. 

Nowadays, autobiographical methods are used in different fields: 

- adult training which includes: lifelong learning, upgrading courses, 

professional motivation activities, supervision in the social and 

educational field. 

- Treatment, which includes: reconstructing one’s story out of interest or 

as self-treatment, helping professionals who provide help to people 

with needs or symptoms, therapy. 

- Research: this field includes territorial research where the goal is to 

reconstruct the memories of a place, narrative research, creation of 

‘memory libraries’ made up, in this case, of biographies or in other 

words writings that tell somebody else’s story. 

- Self-analysis: this is the step that follows the writing of one’s 

autobiography and aims at gaining a deeper knowledge of self.  
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Educational Transformative Autobiography 

Massimo M. Greco 

 

Adriana Cavarero, an Italian philosopher, begins her reflection on 

narration (Cavarero 2001) by quoting Karen Blixen’s African tale of the stork. 

We follow the story of a man’s struggle, stepping in a vague but everyday 

scenario. We learn about the obstacles he has met, his ways to deal with 

them and choices he has made. With these elements, the basic pillars of every 

story, the reason why they are so intriguing and the form of a good story can 

be found. We can imagine the surprise of kids listening to this story, when 

they see a stork emerging from the drawings that the storyteller is preparing 

simultaneously: it is the same wonder every listener experiences when a 

story reveals its hidden design in its conclusion. The African tale of the stork 

might be a metaphor for the human significance of connecting all of life’s 

fragments - «to put the severed parts together» as Virginia Woolf wrote 

(Woolf 1976) – to make them acknowledged by others. Most importantly, this 

tale wisely teaches us  to be ready to open up to unexpected results. Such a 

process is a way of promoting self-narration for the general purpose of giving 

voice to basic human conditions. 

The American social psychologist Jerome Bruner stated that the narrative 

dimension is the first intellectual activity that rises in newborns’ minds, 

much earlier than the ability to abstract rules from their own experiences 

and to conceptualize them as abstract ideas (Bruner 1986). Narration of one’s 

own personal life episodes can be seen as a basic human need of self-

awareness, and of social relationships. Personal storytelling implies not only 

having a story, but also mainly being a subject of a story. When a story is 

shared, the teller and the listener (even an imaginary one) enter each other’s 
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world through imagination, by which an exchange of a kind of mutual 

empathy can be reached. A need for  narration may become a desire, when 

one is able, for her/himself and for others, to produce an enjoyable and 

fulfilling experience of narrative conversation. It may be more intense and 

urgent in times of struggle, when predicaments make life heavy and its 

meanings become blurred and obscure. 

Writing adds a physical dimension to personal life storytelling as it is per 

se a very sophisticated mind-body activity. Through self-writing, one can give 

new meanings to life experiences from other points of view, creating a more 

durable and better organized way of transformation, compared to erratic oral 

expression. However, «the misconception is to believe that by writing your 

own life, you can finally explain and possess it» (our translation from 

Demetrio 2008, p.69) since an autobiography is always a “temporary report,” 

at least until it is too late to write another version of it. Furthermore, writing, 

especially writing with pen and paper, rather than with a word processor, is a 

body act that moves itself through material and immaterial constraints. The 

topic – one’s own life – always involves the body, through which experiences 

as well as memories are lived. 

Emphasizing writing and not simply oral expression is crucial because 

writing a text means creating something physical. «Oral expression is 

exposed to the confusion of the moment. Instead, writing requires silence 

even for a few minutes – just as reading demands it – and this leads to a 

logical, expressive, emotional planning in its appearing on the page» 

(Demetrio 2008, p.24). Self-writing itself has the power to create clarity and 

when it is carried out in a helping, professional relationship, it becomes  part 

of a sort of caring conversation9. Writings are like time-machines: one writes 

her/his story then s/he has got a text that is part of her/him, while also being 

                                            
9 It cannot be represented as a dialogue, because there is not the proper symmetry. 

Autobiographical Facilitator holds a responsibility on the process based on her/his expertise in regard 

of the needs and desires of the beneficiary. 
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something else. When it is read again, it gives a perspective on the self, as if 

it is a key to open appreciation of change and transformation. An 

autobiographical text is a real object that works as a sort of “temporary self-

portrait.”10  

Writing is the preferred code in autobiographical practices, as it leads to 

attributing meaning. It clarifies and makes evident to oneself and to others 

the routes of ascribing significance, which always occurs when one retraces 

past experiences. To paraphrase Hannah Arendt, writing “throws” meanings 

into the world, it renders them tangible; thoughts are deposited on the page 

and become separate from oneself. This phenomenon occurs in solitude, and 

then immediately becomes communicable through reading. In writing, words 

are spoken in individual silence and exposed as a representation to the world 

and to others: «Writing adds to the spoken word what it forgets, it makes 

formless intuition more precise, it changes the experienced emotion into a 

poetic chant» (our translation from Demetrio 2008, p.9). Finally, writing 

about one’s own life’s story is a human right, giving substance to subjectivity. 

Rita Charon calls narrative competence a set of skills of recognizing, 

absorbing, interpreting, and being moved by the stories of others’ 

experiences, in the context of a narrative relationship and/or intercourse11 

(Charon 2008). Narrative competence that is expressed through writing 

personal life episodes can be called autobiographical competence. The former 

is general, and the latter is more specific; both may be considered as part of a 

helping, caring, and holistic relationship. 

Lastly, applying personal narratives, auto/biographical methodology and 

practices have a sort of affinity with sociology, anthropology, psychology and 

pedagogy. But this can create some confusion. Creation of personal narratives 

                                            
10 In the same way, in this Project, women survivors of gender violence learn how to become authors 

of their narrative portrait, with the help of professionals. 
11 Rita Charon talks about narrative competence in healthcare setting, so this construct is 

characterized by her as it occurs in the illness/caring/health types of human experience. 
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in an autobiographical setting should always have clear objectives and 

foreseen outcomes: it is important to clarify the purpose: narrative-based 

Action research, psychotherapy, counseling, training, a social intervention, or 

an educational and transforming intervention. Some of these frameworks 

may easily overlap, or coincide in practice: the proposer and beneficiary’s 

intentions should always be expressed and clarified. 

A practitioner who facilitates autobiography deals with several demands. 

To bring such requests together, the following framework is proposed: 

- Caring, which has within itself a holistic point of view when caring is 

considered the basic characteristic of human beings. In dealing with 

vulnerable subjects, caring evokes stewardship and empowerment 

together. 

- Caring through writing, i.e. when a facilitator proposes narrative 

writing activities to a beneficiary as transformative and constructivist 

practices, focusing on making him/her autonomous in that. 

- Self-care through writing, when the relationship between facilitator 

and beneficiary is over and they are again far away and separated; 

then, each one becomes a self-writer, i.e. able to use writing as a form 

of self-care. 

 

Autobiography is not only a way of re-thinking one’s own life: it is also a 

sort of project, which opens up possibilities of many discoveries. Common 

objectives to any Autobiographical practice are to discover one’s own… 

- …existentiality, through the written evidence of having lived or which 

s/he is currently living; 
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- …multiple identities, belongings12 and points of view as much as many 

levels of narration and written texts are created; 

- …ways of thinking and mind sets; 

- …formative process, how it has been influenced by marker events, 

golden threads, turning points, learning achievements, changes, crises, 

projects, existential dilemmas, socio-historic and cultural 

determinants; 

- …coping strategies of how to deal with difficult or painful events and 

what pertaining skills have come into play. 

This process of discovery makes some objectives achievable, allowing 

participants to… 

- …stimulate self-reflection. 

- …activate self-learning. 

- …increase self-awareness, new self-perception and representation. 

- …support processes of giving meanings, often new ones. 

- …encourage flexible and critical thinking. 

- …cultivate thoughtfulness, i.e. to develop cognitive capacity in 

introspective, retrospective, prospective and fictional dimensions. 

Depending mostly upon the setting, such as individual Vs group, together 

with themes and instructional activities, some achievements may occur 

stemming from the ability to attribute and comprehend others’ minds, 

feelings, beliefs and experiences. Autobiographical writing should not be 

represented as an isolating self-referential practice, even if such a temptation 

may emerge. That is to say, the world, and others always shine through a 

well-formed autobiographical text which is honest insofar as it accepts the 

human condition of the so-called Uncanny13. 

                                            
12 Maslow put Belonging together with Love in the Hierarchy of needs; it is a need to be an accepted 

member of a group. 
13 The term Unheimliche was used by Freud, as the opposite of what is familiar. “Inquietante” in 

Portuguese, “Spaesante” in Italian, “Παράδοξο” in Greek. 
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FROM VICTIM TO PERSON THROUGH SELF-WRITING 

Massimo M. Greco, Lucia Portis 

 

Personal storytelling may be neglected, manipulated, or reframed and so 

performed as a form of insult or attack. Not only is the content under a mean 

scrutiny, but also the process of the telling itself. Ignoring, ridiculing, 

diminishing the value of a personal story, and interrupting a personal 

storytelling are all parts of a conflictive and disruptive intention. As women 

talked about abusive relationships during some interviews carried out for the 

Project, abusive men usually attack self-narratives and self-representation. 

Violence against women is not only physical: it may also go against a 

woman’s personal characteristics, trying to diminish her values and strengths 

through silencing and deforming representations. Women’s ability and 

possibility to express feelings, desires, and needs are often frustrated: a 

communicative isolating strategy is carried out against their words.  

This strategy may be carried out not only directly by the abuser but it 

could be sustained by a process of social entitlement that concerns the story-

telling rights according to status and power: «Abuse victims are not always 

afforded story-telling rights. […] if  individuals choose to narrate material 

publicly which is considered to be “normally” private material, the narrator 

could risk rejection, chastisement, or other unsympathetic responses to their 

disclosure»14. Family and gender relationship patterns, religious requests, 

linguistic barriers at times, or any other cultural/social characteristics could 

caution women not to speak up for themselves, with the result of feeling 

ashamed and guilty about communicating their predicaments and 

complaints. Consequently, a wall of silence is built around women as victims 

of violence. In this closed aphasic space, a woman can lose her own voice. 

                                            
14 Montalbano-Phelps (2004) Taking Narrative Risk – The Empowerment of Abuse Survivors, 

University ress of America Inc, p.24. 
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In survivors’ storytelling, some abilities (self-expression, storytelling), 

knowledge (facts and figures in the past, ways to cope and to be able to), and 

attitudes (self representation, self determination, self-esteem) are implied. 

All these dimensions have been under attack, or they are, if the woman is 

still wounded and stuck in the abusive relationship when she comes to seek 

help. Furthermore, as Montalbano-Phelps reported, «The telling of an abuse 

narrative can involve personal risk to the teller, which may include not only 

psychological stress, but the threat of physical injuries as well»15. 

From an educational point of view, an issue of learned and embodied 

helplessness emerges. Helping women to restore these capabilities can be part 

of an important transformative process that involves coming out and 

reconstructing a new life project, while comforting them during the most 

painful moments of this recovery journey. Obviously, of the utmost 

importance during the process is providing women with material resources in 

order to find housing, work, a safe environment for them and their  children, 

and provide daily needs. Resources should be weighed in terms of all the 

priorities at stake: cultivating narration of the self requires a calm space and 

a slow pace. 

Narrating means taking distance, and if the individual finds herself too 

involved or pressed by daily and practical difficulties, it can be hard – even 

impossible - to accept a slow practice such as autobiography. Even though 

learning, social and therapeutic outcomes are interrelated in such a way as to  

influence one and the other, different sets of expertise are required to attain 

them. Likewise, psychological wellbeing and health are interrelated with 

learning. But when special needs - or problems - emerge, a specific know-how 

is required. Furthermore, the main difference between educational and 

therapeutic objectives is that the former address learning needs, while the 

latter pertain to health and wellbeing problems. That does not mean that 

                                            
15 Montalabno-Phelps L.L., (2004), op.cit. p.4, 
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learning achievements cannot bring therapeutic outcomes and vice versa. The 

therapeutic approach asks about what is to be healed and what is the most 

appropriate intervention to reduce or to eliminate the disease. From an 

educational perspective, overall in an Adult Education perspective (Knowles 

1980), practitioners have to find and propose the best solutions to the 

beneficiary’s question: “what is really important for me to learn?”- 

Expressive writing (writing about feelings, thoughts, opinions and beliefs) 

and specifically autobiographical writing (writing mainly about episodes of 

one’s own life) can give specific value to women victims of violence. The 

review of scientific literature carried out for the Project reported noteworthy 

information about healthy and beneficial effects: general expressive writing 

and, specifically, writing about one’s own life episodes can lead to positive 

effects on wellness and mental health, under specific conditions. This is 

related to the fact that when one writes about her/himself, a process of self-

disclosure and self-awareness is activated. This is a very complex process: it 

frees energy that had been enclosed in hiding; it helps to find meaning and so 

reduce stressful confusion; it brings a sort of order on what the subject is 

living (or has lived) and suggests orientations. When clarity is achieved, a 

sort of relief – sometimes painful – emerges and unifies: body and mind start 

to recover. On the one hand, writing can be a way «to free oneself from the 

barbed wire» as Victor E. Frankl declared (quoted by Demetrio 2008, p. 123). 

On the other hand, Demetrio stated that «trying to write with the expectation 

of finally getting rid of one’s own sufferings – feeling the right to find peace 

and healing - is the most erroneous road one may take» (our translation from, 

Ibidem, p.15). Virginia Woolf holds together the two interpretation of writing, 

describing it as the pleasure of restoration and relief. She explains that she 

writes «because by doing so I take away the pain, a great delight to put the 

severed parts together. Perhaps this is the strongest pleasure known to me» 

(Woolf 1976). 
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Furthermore, writing about oneself may very well be an exercise of 

imagining the future, similar to building a house: one can outline a path 

toward a better situation and, as the construction necessitates, one can write 

down, or plan a realistic layout. It can be defined, evaluated, improved, or 

amended until one is satisfied with her/his own “plan for the future.” Doing 

this by writing, and not simply orally, may be more effective. Pieces of 

writing also become objects to refer to and vehicles from which to project 

one’s own motivation - a sort of talisman. Finally, writing can be something to 

be proud of, showing and sharing it with trusted persons such as facilitators. 

 

Specific objectives for gender violence survivors  

Some specific objectives elaborated by professionals trained for the Project 

for their micro-projects are reported below. They have aimed to: 

- accompany women in the process of developing their own history 

through the recovery of memories in a frame of unification of parts of 

themselves; 

- facilitate the process of women’s identity awareness, through an 

autonomous, non-stereotypical self representation; 

- acquire and try out autobiographical skills as an individual and 

collective tool in re-constructing and designing a new phase of life; 

- give strength and support to the empowerment process, helping women 

to increase self–awareness and self-effectiveness; 

- promote the mental and emotional well-being in women victims of 

domestic violence; 

- stimulate women’s capacity for self-reflection and self-projection. 

According to the Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire (Freire 

1975), the lack of equality within social relations instills a negative self-

image into the oppressed, developed via the control of communication and 
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narratives. A critical consciousness must be achieved, by speaking up about 

one’s own personal life predicaments and plights, if they are caused by a 

dominant system of oppression. An autobiographical writer may realize what 

David Grossman has outlined «I write […] and when I describe the 

impermeable arbitrariness that signs my destiny — arbitrariness at the 

hands of a human being, or arbitrariness at the hands of fate — I suddenly 

discover new nuances, subtleties. I discover that the mere act of writing 

about arbitrariness allows me to feel a freedom of movement in relation to it» 

(2009). The dimension of the ability/possibility to speak up their own stories 

is crucial in the plight of a victim. «Because of the potential consequences of 

narrating their experience, some abuse victims never feel safe enough to 

narrate their story, and consequently remain in abusive relationship»16, for 

instance because the victim has been convinced that sharing her story can 

increase the severity or frequency of the abuser’s violent behavior. In this 

way, the silence becomes a way to cope with her condition. 

Other elements that can reinforce the isolation and the silence is the social 

assumption, shared by many cultures, that it’s important to distinguish 

public and private spheres: domestic problems could be perceived as a private 

matter not to be discussed with others. On the other hand, the narrative 

interaction between the survivor and a counselor may allow a sort of 

cooperative construction/deconstruction in a semi-public (or semi-private) 

context. The narrative counselor may represent an alternative listener that is 

able to create a context in which the teller receive a sort of ratification of her 

story. In this way «the  notion of an unfolding story can be quite encouraging 

to victims of abuse, who may have believed that no opportunities for change 

existed for them» 17 and it can help the transition from abuse victim to abuse 

survivor. 

 

                                            
16 Montalbano-Phelps (2004), p. 4. 
17 Montalbano-Phelps (2004), p. 17. 
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Educational settings in autobiographical practice  

Individual setting: working in pairs 

Autobiographical practice can appear in several kinds of individual 

settings: 

1. Counseling as a specific model, or any helping and supporting 

relationship – mostly discursive ones, can chose writing as one 

technique among others, in specific moments on the path. 

2. Autobiographical Counseling, as referred to Duccio Demetrio’s model 

(Demetrio 2008). 

3. Autobiographical Consultancy, namely providing assistance in writing 

one’s own autobiography and/or life episodes. 

There is a difference between “Autobiographical Counseling” and 

“Counseling with autobiography techniques.” In both, specific training and 

expertise in counseling (not addressed here) is commonly required. The most 

important difference is that “Autobiographical Counseling,” as referred to 

Demetrio’s model, is when counselor and counselee carry out a writing 

relationship. They agree to activate and to animate a sort of written 

conversation, a recurrent exchange of writings called a diagraphic 

relationship (Demetrio 2008). Learning this model is not among the purposes 

of the Project, which instead aims to promote autobiographical competence. 

What follows are  suggestions intended to give support to this competence 

when it is applied generally in individual settings. 

To provide containment and direction, it is necessary to start the 

relationship by defining the expectations that can be fulfilled, designing a 

road map, sharing ground rules and making pacts, fixing timetables and the 

number of sessions. Interventions should be considered like actual “projects.” 
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In a specific individual context, the process of writing should involve pair 

work in some way: the facilitator might also write. In this way, s/he achieves 

resonance and rapport with the beneficiary. As the Adult Education theorist 

Knowles has stated, an educational relationship between a facilitator and 

learner should be started by negotiating objectives and expected outcomes18. 

In autobiography, this should be done in writing. Even the intention of 

starting an intervention should be obtained in writing, and in writing an 

eventual will to withdraw should also be shared. 

Thoughts, memories, emotions and feelings should be annotated by the 

facilitator in the same silent time the beneficiary has to deal with them. The 

facilitator’s writing helps her/him to gain a sense of presence and proximity 

to the learner; it raises awareness of inner processes for both. A special kind 

of monitoring attention should be maintained during the entire process as the 

facilitator is responsible for what is happening during the session, what is to 

come next, as well as if there is some discomfort and how it can be relieved. 

Therefore, it is up to the facilitator to decide if and when s/he can write 

during the session, as well as if writing is helping or distracting her/him from 

the educational function. The facilitator may also follow a variety of different 

writing prompts, and her/his memory associations should be put on paper, if 

possible, during and/or after the session. Here are some examples: 

- Writing about the moment itself is enhancing what the senses perceive 

(sounds, lights, temperature, and comfort). It helps to get an hic et 

nunc attitude, to start a session, in order to achieve a clear break from 

the day activities up to that point and to concentrate so as to regain 

calm after a strong emotion; to be mindful. 

- Personal writing about life episodes, thoughts, opinions, emotions: 

Time and concentration need to be invested in caring for a beneficiary’s 

needs. Insights cannot be followed properly, but any content can be 

                                            
18 In Knowles’ methodology, this negotiation should lead to the so-called “educational contract.” 
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synthesized with a title and few lines. Afterwards, conscience tracks 

could be honored with longer attention. 

- Stream of consciousness, writing in free flowing, automatic writing (as 

if in a trance) may clear the mind, help to regain balance and energize 

creativity. At the same time, though, they are very powerful modalities 

and, under some conditions, they can be stronger than expected and 

the facilitator can be distracted if not confused by her/his own writing. 

- Maps, schemes and notes can orient the navigation and be useful in a 

retrospective examination. 

The writing of a facilitator are personal, and mostly they may not be 

appropriate to be shared. It is necessary to stay one step back from complete 

involvement and self-disclosure. The role of facilitator may also imply a 

formatively hidden agenda. To maintain the role of facilitator, Reflection in 

Action19 by writing is basically to create a proper recursive hermeneutical 

attitude, reaching out to one’s own self and becoming self-aware in the act of 

doing. 

The facilitator can write on purpose something to share with the 

beneficiary. To be coherent and instructional, it should be a sort of giving 

back about the meta-dimension of what happened within the educational 

autobiographical relationship. «A portrait of you while you are writing,» «A 

letter to my beneficiary,» or some final text of evaluation and appreciation of 

the experience are examples of the facilitator’s notes to be shared with the 

beneficiary. Some light opening/closing games13 can also be representative of 

moments to join the other in practicing; this could happen also in groups. At 

many points on the path, writing and reading together should be seen as 

beautiful as singing together. The opportunity to enjoy a duetto or a choral 

writing should be offered as a part of the transformative experience, 

                                            
19 Donald A. Schön (1983) proposed to distinguish two kinds of possible learning reflection: 

Reflection in Action, a process that allows us to reshape what we are working on, while we are working 

on it; Reflection on Action is carried out in the afterwards, in the time one reconsiders what they have 

done, the “lessons learned,” the evaluation of the outcomes and the process and so on. 
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reminding everybody, even when in pairs, of interrelationship as a basic 

dimension of human beings. 

 

Group setting: the autobiographical workshop 

Many writing activities can be carried out within a group of people who get 

together for reasons other than writing. Here, we consider the groups that 

are born from self writing, and find in it  their reason for being and for 

flourishing , with a determined duration and an agreement on the process. 

The autobiographical workshop is thought as a formative space within which 

people experiment with self-writing using prompts or narrative tools, 

developing meta-reflective insights and obtaining learning outcomes. 

The narrative dimension in a workshop becomes social practice, because of 

the effect of mutual identification and differentiation, in respect to the 

individuality of everyone’s stories. The group setting negotiates and amplifies 

the attribution of common meaning in living daily life and permits the 

construction of micro-theories, which are contextualized and utilized to 

understand different versions of reality. 

This is a work of co-construction. The texts read in the group are ‘thrown’ 

into the world, a transit that in some way separates narration from its 

author, enabling him/her to listen to him/herself, to create a learning 

distance. Individual stories begin to enter into the stories of another, and into 

the group’s story: an individual story allows for the dissemination of new 

knowledge to others. The group participates in each story, leaving its vivid 

and unique singularity. It enters into contact with all the stories without 

missing a beat and enters the scene underscoring emotive, self-reflective and 

content aspects, which connect to and mix with the meanings. 

The educational context becomes a narrative context precisely because it 

consents to the narration of fragments of the self. Therefore, it helps give 
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shape to one’s representations, without fear of being judged by others. This 

allows for hybridization, sharing and connecting interpretations of self, of 

others and of the world. 

 

Collective and Social settings  

Dealing with personal narratives about predicaments and plights that can 

be linked to a social issue, like violence against women, could prompt one to 

ask for a change in society. Texts created in autobiographical settings may be 

proper material to be shared with a wider audience. This could have a sort of 

coherence with the educational approach to autobiography: personal 

memories become a ‘productive force’ for social change, thereby freeing the 

oppressed ones (Freire 1975). However, thoughtful and careful attention is 

required. Writings created with a specific intention and setting  could be unfit 

to be presented in different settings, and a writer could rightly show some 

resistance in acceptance. 

Using personal narratives of vulnerable people in a public context, for 

instance to raise awareness of a personal, collective or social issue, is a 

practice that requires mindfulness and carefulness. The specific case of 

gender-based violence victims’ narratives should be considered a sensitive 

subject for many reasons: some characters in the story-telling could be 

minors; names may allow a reader to recognize individuals and sites that 

should be protected; the writer herself could initially accept to disclose in 

public some personal feelings, without being aware of consequences in her 

mood or sense of integrity. This can be worsened if narratives are firstly 

created in a closed and private setting – as an autobiographical workshop or 

individual intervention - and the proposal of making them public comes 

afterward, without even providing editing to preserve sensitive elements. 



 

 

 

      

 93  

Gathering and using survivors’ personal narratives is not among the 

Project’s aims. Even if ‘breaking the public’s silence’ could become a 

transformative learning goal and outcome for individuals who decide to share 

their personal life-stories, as well as for those listening to them, it is not the 

goal of the Project. In order to do that with a fair and careful approach, one 

must negotiate this possibility clearly and openly, obtaining an informed and 

aware consent and providing a sort of narrative stewardship20 of personal 

texts, including their destiny. Before making them public and accessible, 

texts must be processed and edited along with the authors themselves. An 

autobiographical path will then become a process of generating a special 

product that, even though derived from original autobiographical texts, will 

probably be something different. It now becomes a publication, a web-based 

storytelling, a theatrical dramatization, a video, a public reading, or a 

textual-photographic exhibition.  

                                            
20 The term “narrative stewardship” is proposed as the action of custody and protection of the 

narratives that are raised, and sometimes taken over, by those who facilitates any kind of story-telling 

intervention. It is not limited to the time frame of a session, but it should be extended even to what 

happens later, especially if the text might be used in public contexts (see in Italian, Greco 2013). 
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ROLE OF THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL FACILITATOR 

To implement an autobiographical educational path, facilitation style is 

considered the first choice approach: a facilitator motivates others to assume 

responsibility and to take the lead of their own transformative process. S/he 

remains as a third party, essentially neutral, an expert of the process, 

granting  the participants’ safety. Focus is on content, objectives and 

outcomes, whilst the ‘how’ is discussed and shared with participants, i.e. the 

methods (how tools are used and how to create new ones, the rules of the 

setting, dual and group dynamics, the psychological climate. In this way, the 

autobiographical facilitator should promote and take care of the so-called 

narrative context: here, participants feel free and good when writing about 

themselves and sharing their texts with others, in an atmosphere of mutual 

listening, trust and respect. A story always teaches something, as long as it is 

well formed. Personal stories are deep and thick phenomena that create 

resonance in people’s existences: life-stories change the person exposed to 

them, even the facilitator, who is not immune from their learning effects and 

outcomes. The following paragraph aims to provide some points to be 

addressed in assuming the autobiographical facilitator role, taking into 

consideration they are more like directions of a transformative learning path. 

The role of an autobiographical facilitator should be considered as an on-

going “under-construction” identity. 

 

Taking care of an autobiographical relationship  

The autobiographical facilitator is a non-invasive presence, someone who 

intentionally promotes personal story-telling abilities and, at the same time, 

stewards the beneficiaries’  narrative processing of the self, including 

processing by writing. During the entire educational process, with its flexible 

and often surprising path, facilitators bear in mind the transformative goals 
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decided at the beginning. For the benefit of the people to whom an 

autobiographical educational intervention is directed, the facilitator’s task is 

to clear the path to its goal, preserving the subjectivity of each person 

involved, her/his self included. «Supporting and enabling people to find their 

own way into writing is an art. Writing offers a powerful avenue towards 

finding out what one thinks, feels, knows, understands, remembers. […] 

Helping people make contact with such essential, deeply vital personal 

material is, then, a very responsible practice»21. 

Ground rules must be shared and reminded during the entire process, 

since they also constitute ways of experiencing the narrative setting that 

support this process. Rules, pacts, tasks to accomplish and requirements are 

rather rules for “how to play the Autobiographical Game” than discipline. 

The narrative context should be light but not superficial, in order to allow 

everyone to recall and remember own life’s episodes – even the hard ones - in 

an atmosphere of listening, safety, acceptance and containment. The 

facilitator is responsible for and monitors the climate of the context. 

Reminding ground rules and giving feedbacks on single and group dynamics 

are sometimes ways to stop and think, namely a beneficial pause for a meta-

cognitive learning.  

Finally, facilitators must encourage the attachment to writing itself as an 

«art of self-care» (Demetrio 2008). This reminds the many possibilities to find 

out something new and to gain the core aim of an educational 

autobiographical intervention: at the end of the path, the participant has 

learned many ways to write about her/himself and has raised an appreciation 

of this practice in her/his personal style of life. 

 

                                            
21 Bolton G, Field V., Thompson K (edited by) (2006), Writing Works – A resource handbook for 

Therapeutic Writing Workshops and Activities, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, London, p.13. 
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Distance and Closeness 

Autobiographical educational facilitators should experience in the setting a 

sort of in and out process. Personal themes emerge from the practice. 

Narratives activate moral imagination and identification in any individual 

who listens to another person’s story,  but facilitators must remain 

consistent,  fair and respectful in their  role, e.g. they can share feelings, 

emotions, but not opinions, preferences or learning. During the practice, a 

strong presence is needed but not the one that uses the role to anticipate or 

impose an interpretation, neither to rate a task: the outcome – namely pieces 

of writing – will not be measured by anyone else but their authors, since 

«every writer is the authority of their own writing»22. Learners of the 

autobiographical method should meet and acknowledge a meaning by 

themselves in order to find out a personal solution to their own existential 

question.  

It is not always easy to find this kind of attitude, since personal stories 

always touch us and activate our judgment and involvement. Focusing on 

listening as a sort of positioning implies a willingness to restrain from  the 

human desire to interpret a story and, therefore, its teller. Open listening 

means making room for the learner’s reflections and insights, which are often 

not so immediate, time and patience being required. In both pair and group 

settings, a facilitator must always cope with learner’s different rhythms in 

remembering, re-living and then in story-telling. The facilitator’s emotional 

and cognitive steps should always try to follow this sort of existential tide, 

exercising narrative competence. It may occur sometimes to listen to a very 

moving tale and the facilitator can become afraid that s/he would not be able 

                                            
22 Montalbano-Phelps (2004), p.17. 
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to provide support and containment if s/he fails to retain her/his detachment. 

Even if facilitating requires maintaining a certain asymmetry and control, 

autobiography is not a practice that requires cold blood. Educational 

approach allows for admitting personal feelings toward something that is 

happening within the relationship, bearing in mind that even sharing must 

have a learning outcome to be presented to beneficiaries. Emotions are signs 

of the facilitator’s sympathy and humanity and they are telling the facilitator 

something about her/his interpretation of the moment. If emotion is 

unbearable, and reflecting writing does not help, probably some issues should 

be addressed and explored in expert supervision. 

 

Walking the path  

“Follow the route”, “sail in sight”, “be sensitive to the panorama”: all travel 

metaphors are appropriate in this context. Autobiographical should not evoke 

a heroic exercise to be seamlessly carried out without stopping to listen to 

life’s voices. The very presence of facilitators requires monitoring an 

extremely changeable context through reflective practice and continuous 

negotiation. Not very much of what occurs during a session (or an entire 

path) can be foreseen and decided in advance in autobiographical practice, 

but a road map should be offered to everybody as a reference along with the 

autobiographical pact, that is the reason of the intervention itself: to be 

available to tell something about one’s own life, in prima persona. Other than 

these factors, a facilitator should be open to anything unexpected, creative 

and autonomous that arises from the participants. By listening actively, 

asking questions and paraphrasing discourses and narratives, the facilitator 

assures that every participant could discover something new that s/he was 

not aware of beforehand. 
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Reflective writing of the facilitator: not only notes  

By listening to others’ personal stories,  facilitators may recall personal 

memories lost in the past, similarities and unique elements, thay may have 

some insight on their personal existence. Facilitating autobiographical 

interventions could lead to important self learning outcomes, such as an 

increase in personal awareness. 

Facilitators are often perceived as coaches, guides or stewards. Therefore, 

it may seem counterintuitive that they should be constantly in touch with 

themselves and with their  own stories of life in order to fulfill all the 

transformative responsibilities of narrative facilitating. However, this self-

awareness reduces the risk to become swamped and overwhelmed by other 

people’s stories and emotions, or to become cold and detached. It is 

imperative that the effectiveness of enthusiasm and the clarity toward the 

learning outcomes not be lost. Reflective writing practices may also help 

manage the facilitator’s recursive need for self-care and desire of self-

learning. 

Professional diaries are informal individual records, used to continuously 

reflect on professional activities in a personal and retrospective way. An 

entry should be made after each autobiographical session (individual or in 

group), on the basis of the following prompts: 

- Session description 

- Difficulties faced during the session 

- Emotional, practical, relational difficulties observed in participants 

- Positive notes 

- Observations and comments 
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THE PHASES OF AN AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL PRACTICE 

With a ready design of intervention, a proposal should be presented to 

target beneficiaries. A meeting may be useful in which beneficiaries’ previous 

experiences of writing are explored to avoid confusion about the specific 

proposal: e.g. adults and elder people may consider writing about themselves 

as a past juvenile practice, or a boring school task, even something they may 

be judged on. In the past, many people may have scrutinized the participants’ 

writing samples (parents, partners, colleagues, bosses, mentors or friends), 

creating a sort of embodied writing wounds: «Some have internalized 

messages from primary or secondary school that they are poor writers […]. 

Some have experienced ridicule for what they said, or how they said it, or 

how it looked on the page. Some grew up in families where reading and 

writing were not prized. Some wrote adolescent diaries or journals that were 

read without permission. They subsequently have difficulties in realizing  

that they can write about the innermost experiences without humiliation or 

punishment»23.  Current opinions about writing should be shared, as 

sometimes people are surprised to imagine themselves “writing again,” not 

for work but to express themselves, and hopefully to enjoy it. 

The first meeting must be dedicated mainly to welcoming beneficiaries, 

introducing participants and facilitators in order to build a good relationship 

and to start the process of team bonding. Simple and rewarding writing 

exercises are gradually proposed. In each of the following sessions, the core 

theme is illustrated and participants then write about it, after using different 

prompts: readings, images, videos, and even theories. Each session should 

focus on a different existential theme and at the end of the process 

participants should be in possession of fragments of self-writing, which 

cannot yet be defined as autobiography, but which may be considered as a 

beginning and a rough draft. Some themes may require more than one 

                                            
23 Bolton G., Field V., Thompson K. (edited by),(2006), p. 49. 
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session to be addressed; as a result, the process of recalling and storytelling is 

stimulated. Its activation may continue to resonate during the days after the 

intervention and it may lead beneficiaries to reconsider autonomously the 

content (the dynamics of the Self) and the process (the evoking of memories, 

the reflective writing), as far as they find it pleasurable or comforting. 

 

The start  

At the start of a single session, a clean break from the previous part of the 

day is needed so as to enter in the proper space of self-writing. Short and easy 

warm up writing exercises24 could be a way to begin the work, creating that 

special writing atmosphere of silence and concentration that beneficiaries 

would soon learn to appreciate. Prompts for brief writing could also help to 

create self-confidence in as much as they are simple and rewarding at the 

same time: «The story of my name,» «In 10 minutes write about the first 10 

minutes after you woke up this morning,» «How I got here today» and similar 

topics in that vein. When beneficiaries become more confident, prompts may 

be more open like «Flow write for 10 minutes». 

 

The core activity  

Warming up is not always allowed since it consumes time and some 

facilitators might not even see the need to propose it. Eventually, the core 

activity with its specific device is presented in relation to the theme of the 

session. Facilitators must be careful not to give too many prompts in the 

same session25; every step of the workshop must have its proper pace. An 

autobiographical device constitutes both a constraint and a possibility, as it 

                                            
24 It is better to provide, at least for the first steps, paper short in length (for instance a post-it) for 

brief writings. 
25 Actually, in a group session of three hours, one can propose a short prompt to warm up, the core 

activity prompt, a short prompt to close the session. 
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guides participants on an insightful intentional introspective voyage. Any 

given prompt should be explained: how it works, what the task is, including  

some examples to show. For some autobiographical devices, in which prompts 

are also graphic and visual (for instance a geometrical figure like a spiral), it 

may be useful to show some samples from previous workshops, if allowed. 

Other kinds of prompts are textual (such as a question, a first line of a tale to 

be completed, a traditional saying) or any other form that turns on a 

mnemonic mechanism and enables reflection. 

 

Writing  

In order to achieve the autobiographical objectives and outcomes, the 

facilitator should always encourage the group/participants to return to 

“wording by writing,” provided  the setting, roles and time allow for this to be 

achieved. It may happen that participants tend to share orally their 

experiences evoked by the prompts, without writing them or by writing them 

partially. Even in reading, some people tend to add verbal explanations to the 

text, hoping to make it more comprehensible to the listener. Since the general 

purpose of an autobiographical practice is making people (more) able to tell 

their own story by themselves, a facilitator should show interest not only in 

content, but also in the process of story-telling by writing, which is the core 

focus in some settings. 

Facilitators who are experiencing linguistic barriers, i.e. applying the 

methodology not using the same language as the beneficiaries, should be 

assisted and tutored with specific frameworks that will be briefly mentioned 

here. Some exercises should be carried out in the beneficiaries’ native tongue, 

not only by writing but also by reading. Brief translations, if possible, can 

help sharing and creating a common linguistic ground. Facilitators can also 

become a sort of clever scribe in the service of the beneficiaries, using their 



 

 

 

      

 102  

linguistic skills to translate the foreign or illiterate communication in the 

local language. 

In these cases, trust and confidence have to be built, with the facilitator 

assuming the burden of finding the words. It may be difficult to avoid an 

advocacy attitude in contexts in which the linguistic barriers are an 

epiphenomenon of an unfair vulnerability, as in case of trafficked women and 

migrant victims of violence. It must be highlighted here that  controlling 

others people’s narratives - forgetting to be as much as possible a medium - is 

an attitude far from a facilitating framework. A third possibility, within a 

group in which the level of education or literacy varies, the most linguistically 

skilled participants can help to bridge the gap with the less skilled ones. 

 

Reading  

A sharing phase must follow the writing one. It should be considered that 

«there is something immensely powerful and affirming about reading your 

journal entries aloud; to hear your words spoken, for them to be sent out into 

world somehow makes them exist in a different way»26. Reading out loud can 

occur in pairs, small groups (3-4 people), or in the whole group (12-15 people). 

A facilitator must always remind - to an individual and to the group – that 

sharing is always optional: writings belong to those who write them. Authors 

can and must decide if and how much they wish to read aloud; silence and 

omissions are openly allowed and they are not interpreted as “a betrayal.” 

Confidentiality and privacy should often be evoked. Respect and 

suspension of judgment are responsibilities of all group members and not 

only of the facilitator, even though s/he is the one who usually provides 

feedback on these issues. 

                                            
26 Thompson K (2011), p.65. 
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Reading a text is different from interpreting it. To clear the space from 

prejudice as much as possible, these two functions must be distinguished, and 

dealt with separately, at different times. Reading could also be an exercise of 

awareness when the beneficiary respects the facilitator’s invitation to stay 

close to the text and s/he does not add any verbal explanation. This discipline 

allows the writer to ameliorate her/his writings and enables her/him to 

embody the positive effects of self-presenting to others, in a safe and 

empowering relationship. 

Overall reading out loud is a mind-body exercise: a facilitator may find 

her/himself advising beneficiaries to slow down the pace, to breathe and to 

try to give intonation, expression and presence in the voice. The 

transformative power of voice has been explored in several disciplines, which 

basically suggest being mindful and body-mind coordinated in the oration. 

 

Giving back and restitution 

What is called “giving back” or “restitution” brings everyone closer to 

completing the learning cycle. It is an analytic/interpretive activity that each 

person can do in respect to their own text. Analyzing one’s own text means 

finding: 

- unsettling elements; 

- recurring elements; 

- what is missing; 

- interrogative elements; 

- connections with the others. 

When there is a shortage of time, it is better to be creative by giving 

everybody a brief way of providing feedback: it could be a sentence or even a 

single word (e.g. «Let’s create some hash-tags on what we have just listened 

to») to express one’s own reaction to another’s text. Group practice can 
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become a sort of mirror: the Other with whom we may confront ourselves and 

discuss. The words of Others, unsettling at times, act as a revelation of 

others’ interpretations which can appear to be different, divergent and 

conflicting. Participating in a life-evoking practice means taking a narrative 

risk: in groups, everybody should be very cautious not to inflict any harm to 

other members of the group, while facilitators bear the responsibility to 

monitor the general climate and individual disturbances, because danger and 

harm are always subjective concepts. The Group becomes a sort of an Ancient 

Greek tragedy choir, which amplifies crucial passages and marker events. At 

the same time, it reduces the singularity in a wider but blurred perspective. 

Being in the group while retaining your own subjectivity means being able to 

withstand unavoidable misunderstandings, distortions, tensions, or 

separation. One important role of a facilitator is to remember and to remind 

beneficiaries openly that a unique truth does not exist; rather diverse 

possibilities of interpretation of a narrative are present. When meta-cognition 

happens, it is a moment of existence where one emerges together with others 

from the dynamics of identifications in opinions and point of views: 

divergences are overcome; change is possible, new perspectives appear. 

 

Closing  

In the closing moment of the session, feedback about emotions and 

reflections about the meeting come together and are shared; here, the 

emphasis is given to the session’s process and not so much to its content. At 

this point, home writing activities may be proposed if planned or useful. 
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BUILDING AN EDUCATIONAL PATH  

It’s important to understand that writing about one’s own self is a delicate 

exercise that, «without structure, pacing and containment, it could become 

very messy»27. To design an educational autobiographical intervention, the 

first step is to define specific objectives related to the chosen target group of 

beneficiaries: participants’ characteristics determine the route. Assessment 

and understanding of their needs and expectations are needed. To acquire 

this knowledge, it is necessary to meet the target beneficiaries   in advance. 

As mentioned above, specific objectives may include emancipation 

(empowerment and capability), cognitive learning and motivational purposes 

(being able to endure the mnemonic and making-sense processes), etc. 

Depending on the target, these objectives can be –and they often are- 

combined together (Formenti, 1998, p. 187). 

 

Drawing the route 

Once objectives are defined, facilitators must draw a plot made of 

existential themes and writing devices. The steps proceed through a start, 

progressing to a climax, and ending with a conclusion. The first meeting will 

always be dedicated to the presentation of objectives, of the intervention, and 

of participants (also as a form of team building), as well as to setting out the 

autobiographical pact with the ground rules. The following meetings will 

address the chosen themes, which gradually become more and more complex 

and intimate. 

About halfway through the sessions, the most significant issue may be 

addressed: a woman who has suffered violence should be invited to write 

about the relationship with the perpetrator only after some sessions, 

especially if the abusive experience was ceased recently or it is still active. 

                                            
27 Thompson K (2011), Therapeutic Journal Writing – An introduction for professional, Jessica 

Kingsley Publishers, London. 
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This because «choosing the right pace can mean avoiding diving into the 

deepest, biggest area of experience first but working towards it in stages. 

Managing levels of fatigue and energy is also an important consideration»28.  

Usually, the core issue may require more than one meeting in order to be 

treated thoroughly and with due care. Close to the final sessions of the path, 

issues related to the present and the future will be dealt with. Part of the last 

meeting will be devoted to the evaluation of the path. 

Autobiographical devices should be chosen based on the autobiographical 

issue explored during the specific session, keeping in mind that some general 

coherence should be pursued. In every meeting, sufficient time should be 

devoted to sharing and giving back; reflection on one’s own and other people's 

texts is equally important in addition to time dedicated to writing. To 

complete this cycle, a single workshop session should last about 3 hours for a 

group; about 1 ½ hours for an individual session. In the context of the 

interventions planned for the Project, due to the shelter and support service 

organization, shorter sessions can be carried out. In such case, activities 

should be weighed with respect to the available time. 

Equally important is the duration of the entire autobiographical path, 

which must be pre-defined in relation to its purposes (transformative and 

self-learning), and its educational/training and non-therapeutic framework. 

Generally, the number of meetings varies from 6 to 10 sessions, with about 

12-15 participants per group. Less frequent or shorter sessions may be 

configured as a sensitization process. 

A smaller group will allow for a deeper and more fruitful sharing, and it 

will facilitate reflection. When themes under elaboration are painful or 

intense, it is important that sharing and feedback be carried out in very small 

groups (3-4 persons) or in pairs. Once back in a big group, a brief and 

respectful synthesis might be shared. 

                                            
28 Thompson K (2011), p.33. 
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A facilitator should create and maintain a sort of personal “toolbox,” 

containing excerpts from novels, autobiographies, video clips, narratives, and 

images and any other material that can help participants to get involved in 

each theme. Furthermore, the facilitator should try the prompts on 

her/himself before using them in a session, whether s/he has created them or 

not. 

 

Choosing target group and beneficiaries 

Interventions can be addressed to “Women victims of violence” even though 

this does not mean that they must be considered as a homogenous category. 

Definitions of the intended beneficiaries could be something more specific, 

such as women recently abused; women who have experienced violence a long 

time ago; physically (or sexually) abused women; women abused by their 

intimate partner; trafficked women; migrant women; elder women, as well as 

others. Similarly, transforming objectives may be directed toward 

empowerment through job orientation: in this way, intervention can be 

provided to women who are looking for a job, a common condition in many 

women who have experienced domestic violence. Many differences can be 

highlighted, as many identities as a person may bear29. 

Some elements from the potential beneficiaries’ profile may be considered 

as pre-requirements, or at least as facilitating factors. These pre-

requirements are : 

- previous positive experiences with writing. 

- motivation to change and openness to new proposals. 

- interest and willingness to commit. 

- positive relationship with the facilitator and the agency s/he belongs to. 

                                            
29 The device “Who are you” is a good example of how many identities a person can define for 

her/himself. Each of these identities can be a target of autobiographical intervention, a character whose 

story wishes to be told. 



 

 

 

      

 108  

Even though being a “gender violence survivor” is not –and should not be- 

considered as having a disease, many women seem to develop mental health 

conditions as a consequence of their abuse. Since self-writing activities are 

very touching and moving exercises, a facilitator should be careful about the 

psychological conditions of the participants. If the facilitator does not possess 

the expertise to deal with mental health issues, participants should be 

referred to a professional, as soon as some symptoms and signals raise the 

facilitator’s attention in terms of mental wellbeing and health. 

 

Drawing plots and themes  

Structure and pacing give containment and provide a safe and supportive 

framework, as well as a clear road map, at times changeable. Pacing is very 

important: self-writing is a very demanding and tiring task and sessions 

must be designed so  that effort does not overcome comfort. Our target group 

consists of women who are in a time of stress and difficulty: all kinds of 

writing in all types of settings can bring up challenging and painful 

dimensions of the self, of which beneficiaries may not have been previously 

aware. A gradual and slow rhythm should be maintained, along with 

dedicated time to reflect on the process itself, rather than exclusively on the 

content of writing. 

Autobiographies usually show some recurrent themes that intervention 

designers can consider as an inspiration for drawing a route. The following 

dimensions should be considered as narrative attractors, and they are often 

intertwined into one another: 

- Story of the body 

- Peak events and their chronology 

- Personal life scenarios, sites and locations 

- Important and meaningful figures and persons 
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- Chronological development of values and beliefs 

 

Autobiographical devices 

The autobiographical device (in Philosophy it may be considered as a 

dispositif) is an invitation to write that presents both opportunities and 

constraints. It is an invitation  to write about a topic that provides a sort of 

containment forming a direction, allowing everyone to take a personal action 

by doing the writing task. As the Italian political philosopher Giorgio 

Agamben has written, a dispositif/apparatus is literally «anything that has in 

some way the capacity to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control, 

or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or discourses of living beings. […] 

also the pen, writing, literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, 

navigation, computers, cellular telephones and - why not - language itself, 

which is perhaps the most ancient of apparatuses» (Agamben 2009). An 

educational autobiographical dispositif – here we called it “autobiographical 

device” - can be considered an intentional apparatus, proposed to and 

accepted by a writer to «be captured» (Ibidem) in the transformative process 

of self-writing. 

Prompts are dangerously close to “titles,” something everybody was asked 

to compose when in school. This may bring up dark and sad memories. The 

Adult Education theory point of view leads to a more positive  review of such 

constraints. As the Italian philosopher Mario Ceruti said, «The law, as an 

expression of constraints, defines in respect to specific conditions the limits of 

the possible. But it does not limit merely the possible; (...) constraints are also 

opportunities» (our translation from M. Ceruti, quoted in Formenti 1998, 

p.174). 

From an emotional point of view, a constraint creates a safe and secure 

narrative environment. Otherwise, asking people to tell their own story, 
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without any additional indication and orientation, can generate anxiety and 

emotional defenses. All too often, it may trivialize the beneficiaries’ written 

content. Too generic and vague prompts, without a precise context, can bring 

out confused and stereotypical tales, often worth no more than what we can 

expected in an untalented or uninspiring situation. From an educational 

perspective, one must always keep in mind that procedural and content 

restrictions are ways to enable people to make a "journey" within them. By 

using well-formed prompts, the danger of getting lost or of making 

meaningless representations of life is so reduced 

Another “useful” constraint is time: «telling people that they should stop 

writing after a set time […] gives them permission to stop and is short 

enough that they can protect themselves from going too far too quickly»30. 

Generally, the educational approach uses the self-writing device in this 

sequence: 

- Creation of atmosphere 

- Explanation of the autobiographical device (visual or narrative 

prompts) 

- Carrying out the writing task 

- Sharing emotion and learning about the writing activity 

- Sharing the content, reading as much as it is possible 

- Reading and listening 

- Giving back and restitution 

There are different types of autobiographical devices used for different 

purposes and themes. Some of them are presented below: 

Metaphors («The Spiral»; «The Archipelago,» etc.): These types of devices 

use metaphor and imagery (with a visual dimension) as means of 

reconnaissance and knowledge. Metaphor is a figure of speech that tries to 

explain a phenomenon by changing its semantic reference. It is used 

                                            
30 Thompson K (2011), p. 34. 
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whenever one tries to make clear a concept or an element referring to 

different and distant ones, thus creating a representation that can be called a 

«constructive falsehood» (Morgan, 1986). Use of metaphors in the 

autobiographical path allows participants to undertake a mnemonic activity 

using an iconic-visual text that will help  bring out aspects, life experiences 

and feelings to be transformed later into a written text. 

Metaphorical devices are fit to represent a metaphorical map of a life 

story or a visual set of elements (affections, multiple identities, 

characteristics). A metaphorical device could generate a very intense and 

deep narrative object: interactive phases can be advantageous if carried out 

in pairs or in small groups. They are always articulated in the following 

steps: 

- graphical-visual prompt presentation; 

- writing (which can also be done at home); 

- sharing the emotional awareness in the group; 

- sharing the visual product if expected, on a aesthetical level; 

- reading the writings, explaining the drawings; 

- group discussion of thoughts and learning outcomes. 

 

Automatic writing: this is a form of free flow writing, letting mind 

associations come alive on the page. It seems that an unconscious hand 

guides the writing more than an alert mind, an invisible force that possessed 

the subject’s conscious intention (Demetrio 2008); so, here, more than 

elsewhere, participants’ comfort should be verified. This kind of writing is 

used in aiming to bring out latent content in respect to a particular theme. 

Indeed, it is a very powerful modality and, under certain conditions, it can 

affect a writer’s balance. Such a path should be proposed if a facilitator is 

sure that it is not confusing or harmful. Short exercises could be enough, but 

it is advisable that it not be proposed to vulnerable groups of people, unless 
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the facilitator has psychological  competences. In any case, precaution is 

required when applying free flow writing.  

Titles («That time when ...»): Titles are the simplest among the devices 

and they refer to episodic memory. The text produced should contain all the 

elements of a well-formed tale (as the Narrative Thinking theory states): 

characters, scene, purposes, tools, and actions. Titles should be designed in 

such a way as to  allow a narration that is as free as possible, so that each 

participant will be able to interpret the prompt according to her/his will and 

be stimulated in remembering. Prompts should not contain too specific 

elements that all people may not have experienced (for instance, a living 

parent for an orphan, or closed alternatives that do not correspond to 

everybody’s case. Sometimes, titles may be extracted from a participant’s 

existing autobiographical text. 

Forms and Tables (e.g. “Chronography,” “WAY,” “Mentors”): Writing 

schemes may allow a sort of “survey” about one’s own autobiographical 

elements, for instance in a longitudinal direction. This can help put in order 

and highlight some passages of one’s own life story, together with abilities, 

emotions and myths. It may help in rethinking one’s own identity (in the 

past, present and future). Another feature may be remembering an important 

person. 

Letters («Letter to ... reply to ...»): This kind of devices allows an 

epistolary work of cognitive decentralization, useful in discovering, bringing 

to light and expressing inner feelings and thoughts about one’s own self and 

in developing new forms of understanding. They are often implemented to 

address the most trying and painful issues, using the recipient (real or 

fictional, living or passed away, close or far) as a prompt for organizing a 

reflective and narrative discourse. Letters can be written also to the body, 

parts of the body and even to its functions and malfunctions («Letter to my 

disease…»). 
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Rewriting («If I were another person…»): This type of devices  allow 

for the reinterpretation of experiences (Zannini 2006) by assuming another 

perspective, an alternative stance from which to reviewsome important issues 

and episodes. It may help beneficiaries to develop empathy and 

understanding, or to review  predicaments in a new light. 
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Examples of Autobiographical devices31 

Below are some of the devices proposed to trainees.  

 

The Existential Spiral 

Divide this spiral into boxes, as many as you need to represent, in the 
form that you prefer (a brief title, a symbol, a drawing, a colour…) the 
most significant episodes of your life,  going from present to past… 
 

  

                                            
31 These autobiographical device were developed within the educational activities of Libera 

Università dell’Autobiografia and are used also in general educational context. 

 

Now You are here. 

 

Now You are here. 
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Autobiograhical Geography 

Each of us have places that accompany our life story: homes/houses, places 
connected to travels, to holidays, to work, places we visit every day, 
sometimes or only once. 
Autobiographical geography is a sort of map that aims to connect senses to 
places. 
Use the map to write some key-words about your significant places, 
connected to the five senses ( and even the sixth sense..).  
Afterward, you can choose an episode or a period of your life which that 
place and that sense made you recall and tell it. 

Scents and 

smells 

Sounds and 

voices 

Lights and Images 

Taste and  

Flavours 

Softness, 

hardness 

Warmness 

and coldness 

The Sixth Sense 
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The Mentors 
 
«Mentor was the tutor of Telemachus . To him Ulysses, before leaving for 
the War of Troy, entrusted his son, to take care and to educate him […]. 
Moving from myth to daily life stories of us, mentors are people  who - 
possibly not belonging to our family -  have been teaching us, directing us, 
helping and giving advices to us.  
They are those individuals without which our lives would be different. 
What makes them special is the masterful role they have carried out in our 
life-story.  
Furthermore, mentors don’t belong only to our youth: they can turn up at 
any time, while we are living e a life full of changes and new experiences, 
supporting and giving encouragement at the same time […]. 
They could also be fictional characters, writers, artists, thinkers whose 
ideas renew our existence. 
The mentor - this is the Homeric tradition - is human and superhuman, 
is real and unreal. 
Dig into  your life story and try to find your mentors: the abandoned ones, 
the replaced ones, the ones who still are silent presences». 
 
 
 
Translated from D. Demetrio, 1997, Il gioco della vita, Milano, Guerini e Associati, pag. 35. 
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People who have helped me… 

 

To think 

To make 

To observe 

To choose 

To decide 

To discover 

To fantasize 

To play 

To love 

To resist 

To restart 

To laugh 
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The archipelago 

You can represent your life as an archipelago, in which each island could be 

an identity of you: i.e. you at work, you at home, you with your partner, you in 

your fantasy etc. Each of this persona has  its peculiar shape and each of them 

will be in relationship of distance or closeness to the other. 

 

Or… 

 

Each island could be a person important for you, and you’ll be in the middle of 

the sea, surrounded by other person-islands, closer and farther ones depending 

on your emotional geography. 
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My life course: educational chronography 

Put a symbol or a keyword in each space, recalling the marker events in 

your life. For the years you have not lived yet, make a guess (if you like 

challenges, do the same exercise with each single year in your life). 

 LOVE WORK PLAY LOSS 

0-5 years     

6-10 years     

11-15 years     

16-20 years     

21-25 years     

26-30 years     

31-35 years     

36-40 years     

41-45 years     

46-50 years     

51-55 years     

56-60 years     

61-65 years     

66-70 years     

71-75 years     

76-80 years     

81-85 years     

86 -… years     
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W.A.Y.? Who Are You? 

Please fill each line: 

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

I am  

 

What strikes you about your presentation? What strategies did you employ? 

Are there words/categories/aspects that emerge more than others? What are 

your feelings about it? Reflect and write a comment about this experience. 
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of “Solidea Activity”. Local coordinator of the project “Writing beyond the 

Silence”. 

 

Stefania Bolletti is an architect whose professional interests have always 

been into histories and memories of urban and rural territories, with an 

approach oriented towards the knowledge and the stewardship of all the 

factors that support identification between communities and sites where 

people live. She actively participates to the educational and associative 

activities of the Libera Università dell'Autobiografia - LUA: she was firstly 
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degree in Psychology from the University of Coimbra, and earned his PhD in 
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social welfare professionals and students on the issues of IPV and domestic 
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Lucia Portis is an anthropologist and an educator, She is Expert in 

Autobiographical Methodologies and Narrative Medicine, member of the 

Educational Committee at Libera Università dell'Autobiografia. She 

organizes and manages social projects and education courses about 

Autobiographical Methodologies and Narrative Medicine.  She edited several 
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about migrants; with Giose Fornillo "Io vivo qui - Storie di vita della Val 

Maira" (2010 Ed. Unicopli) about rural life; with Barbara Mapelli and 
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METHODOLOGICAL MANUAL 

 

 

ANNEX 
Integrating autobiographical methodology  

in the practice of Shelter Centers and Support Centers: 

feedbacks and notes from the professionals 
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The experience in Italy 
 

The Istituzione Solidea, for the realization of the project “Writing Beyond the 

Silence”, involved three different organizations that contributed to the 

activities with their volunteer work and making available their spaces.  

We thank the associations Differenza Donna NGO, AssoLei and CORA for 

their valuable collaboration.  

We thank all the operators who, in various ways, participated in the project 

and, in particular Isabella Tozza, Irene Agnello, Chiara Scipioni, Giusy 

Coronato, and Valentina Sciagura who implemented the authobiographical 

methodology with women in shelter centers.  

We would like also to thank all the women hosted in shelter centers who 

actively participated in the workshops for testing autobiographical writing. 

We thanks, also, for the support in  the management of all project activities: 

the Director Antonella Massimi e  Maria Annina Lopes of the Department IX 

“Social Development and Integration Policies”; Roberto Pomettini and 

Raffaella Fomini of the European Affairs Office of the Metropolitan Capital 

City of Rome. 

 

Maria Grazia Passuello  

President of Istituzione Solidea 

 

 

§ 

 

Giusy Coronato, Chiara Scipioni 

Association Differenza Donna for Istituzione Solidea 

 

In the months of September, October and November, together with 

another group of operators, we attended an autobiographical writing 

workshop within the Anti-Violence Centres of Istituzione Solidea, an 

organization dealing with gender issues in the province of Rome.   

During the meetings held at the centres, we could get a first-hand 

experience of the effects and real life reports issued from the use of the 

autobiographical writing method. After the workshop in Anghiari in June 

2013, during which we had approached the tool of autobiography for the first 

time, we deemed it necessary to go deeper into the “self-writing” tools in order 

to stay within the frame of the ‘starting from oneself’ method - derived from 

the feminist practices - that we use in anti-violence centres.  

“Writing beyond the silence” : this sentence occurred often throughout 

our experience; each meeting caused a little re-processing inside ourselves, a 

revelation, something that you could “bring back home”. All of this was 

enhanced by the strength of the group, which originated from small but 

essential rules: to be and to feel free to choose WHETHER to share or not, 

never judge and never be judged in turn.  
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After each meeting, the group would change into something greater, an 

invisible and unspoken link was creating among us made of looks, of thank 

you’s, of smiles, of tears. It was immediately during the workshop that we 

understood how this tool could be useful inside anti-violence centres. It was 

something more.   

Starting from emotions, difficulties and thoughts emerging from direct 

experience, we could later calibrate the interventions that we designed for the 

group of women we were thinking of addressing with the autobiographical 

writing workshop. Considering the experience acquired in years of support to 

women victim of sex-trafficking and sexual (or labour) exploitation, we set up 

the “Trust me” workshop. The beneficiaries of this intervention were 6 foreign 

women (all non-Italian) who had been the object of sex-trafficking or labour 

exploitation . All of these women had been guests of the Identification and 

Deportation Centre of Ponte Galeria (Rome) before they could start a 

programme of protection, social reintegration and working through the 

traumas they had suffered from exploitation. 

It wasn’t easy at all to explain to each one of these women what the 

project was and how it was structured, but we were facing curious women 

who were eager to put themselves at stake. The greatest difficulty was that 

we didn’t have all documents required for the workshop available in several 

languages. All of the women involved in the project had a good level of 

knowledge of the Italian language, but it wasn’t good enough to understand 

alone all passages and shades of meaning of some of the documents’ 

terminology. It was therefore necessary to help them, and we operators 

convened that – in such a delicate stage – this communication problem was 

not functional to establishing a climate of intimacy and a deeper private 

space that would foster self-reflection, which are key elements in 

autobiography. 

This was the only, little obstacle in a surprising experience that brought 

out the strength of each woman, their trust and willingness to share. Each 

woman found the courage to stop and think, to reflect and write about 

themselves, about their feelings, their fears and mostly about their hopes. 

Hope was indeed the key word in all meetings.   

Based on the experience that was carried out first on ourselves and then 

on the target women, we agree that autobiographical writing is undoubtedly 

a useful tool to be integrated within the methods used in anti-violence 

centres. It is obviously necessary to fully train operators and provide them 

with the required skills before offering to women (guests, former guests or 

non-resident visitors of anti-violence centres) an autobiographical writing 

workshop.  

 

§ 
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Valentina Sciagura 

Association Differenza Donna for Istituzione Solidea 

 

 

Dear co-worker, 

 

Like you the person writing this letter works for an anti-violence centre. 

I would like to share my experience with you and I hope this will help 

you feel less insecure when you start using autobiographical writing.  

I started this project as an adventure! I remember the first training 

meeting: new people, different Countries, but a single destiny: working for 

women victims of violence. I gradually rediscovered the pleasure of writing, 

writing about myself, writing to be able to read about myself, a new way of 

devoting time to myself. The initial training experience was important; it was 

a strong and exciting experience but I still had thousands of doubts. I felt 

that those days had not been enough for me, I was not ready to set up and 

run a workshop on autobiographical writing but I felt the urge to go ahead. 

The other professionals I worked with had many questions and curiosities; 

they had not been as lucky as I had been, I had learned and personally 

experienced autobiographical writing ... at times this made me feel lonely, 

different from the others ... I think that all the professionals of our working 

group should also receive this training, and then run programs for the women 

who come to our Centres. 

Together with my “fellow trainees” who work in other anti-violence 

centres, we decided to set up workshops for women who have experienced 

violence. I ran a workshop with a group of women sheltered in an Anti-

violence Centre. They participated with intensity and chose to tell about 

themselves and “be read”.  

I chose a co-leader with whom I felt at ease and free to ask her for help 

and with whom I could share everything: uncertainties, doubts, unspoken 

words, the urge to fill the moments of silence, the expectations and the 

thousands of thoughts before reading the writings of the participants.  

The women wrote about painful episodes of their lives, memories that 

belonged to the past but that emerged and took on new meaning, prompting 

hope and projects for the future and the desire to start a new life. 

Little by little I began to realize that autobiographical writing needs 

that silence, it needs to make room for recollections, words, thoughts, and I 

also realized that reading needs expectation, reception, respect. 

Perhaps like me you will experience emotions that are “too strong”, but 

you will learn to welcome them and enable other women to feel them, 

experience them and transform them into words, words that will remain 

written forever and that you will always carry with you. “ 

You know, at times I wonder, did I do a good job in running the 

workshop?!” 

 

Valentina 
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§ 

 

Irene Agnello 

Association Differenza  Donna, for Istituzione Solidea 

 

We held two workshops in two centres run by Associazione Differenza 

Donna that were open to the women living in the shelter, to the women who 

would come in for counseling and external support, and to women who had 

been sheltered there in the past but who now were living elsewhere, in 

another shelter or in a home of their own. 

Presenting this project was both exciting and wrought with difficulties 

at the same time. We professionals had to go to great lengths to find time 

slots and dedicated spaces. We were aware of the fact that fixed schedules 

and spaces protected from interference were in sharp contradiction with the 

lifestyle of the Centres. During the time spent at the Centres the women 

alternated moments of absolute passiveness and inactivity with moments of 

frenzied activity: appointments with the social services, lawyers, courtrooms, 

training courses, job interviews, meetings with evaluation bodies and 

psychological support for them and their children. These women were all 

engaged in urgent and compelling repair of fundamental parts of their lives, 

some learned about themselves and about their children for the very first 

time, often they learned about their (real) mother for the first time. It was 

very demanding to hold the workshops allowing for intrusion by the children 

and the continuous need to adapt the timetables to the availability of the 

women, but we went ahead all the same and the outcome was exciting.  

We leaders together with the participants had to come to terms with the 

need to win over the initial resistance against participating by those women 

who were overly discouraged and then we had to adapt to constantly making 

adjustments to the timetable and changing the dates in order to meet the 

needs of each woman. We had to accommodate for the appointments with the 

lawyers, the courts, the social services, job interviews, the children’s being 

unwell; these aspects had priority over the workshop even though at times 

postponing the meetings and being interrupted proved to be rather 

frustrating.  

In spite of this, all the women who participated used the workshops to 

express, through guided writing, the feelings and sensations that emerged in 

forms other than through the spoken word. Starting with the history of their 

name enabled each woman to look at her life in a manner that was not 

affected by the violence that had brought her to the Centre.  

Retracing the path that had led them to the Centre prompted many to 

laugh and be again a child when asked to draw, show their resources and 

their identity, describe the path that had led them to the Centre, express 

their preferences. The invitation to bring a piece of writing, a song, a poem, a 

painting that they loved was greatly appreciated and enabled many of them 
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to make themselves known and share with the other participants their 

passions and what they like. 

The device of using the 5 senses to describe their life at the Centre 

enriched their experience with the input of all those perceptions that are 

deeper than may appear in everyday life.  

Dedicating time to themselves and to writing was a very positive 

experience for all the women who participated and we were able to notice 

that their attendance was for each a means for strengthening their identity, a 

way of redesigning the path that had led them to escape from a relationship 

of violence in their own way; the workshop succeeded in bringing out, in each 

of them, creative aspects and facets having rich potential. 

 

§ 

 

From “Words in the Centre” to the “Pen’s way” 

The experience of autobiographical writing laboratories with 

operators and guests of anti-violence centres run by “Differenza 

Donna” 

         

Isabella Tozza, Irene Agnello 

 

 

“Words in the Centre”.  The Centre viewed by women operators 

 

“Words in the Centre” is the title of the laboratory that was held in 

Rome with women operators of anti-violence centres32. After their training in 

Anghiari, these women had expressed the wish to keep on experimenting on 

themselves the autobiographical method, in an attempt to explore some topic 

areas pertaining to their professional practice. The set-up of the laboratory 

was preceded by a meeting during which needs and comments by operators of 

anti-violence centres were put together in order to draw up the laboratory 

project and in particular to choose the narration prompts and devices 

satisfying the expressed needs and meeting the general goals of the project . 

Without going through the details of each meeting and describing the 

devices that have been used, I shall refer to some narrative contexts and key-

words that have had a generating function from the autobiographical tale’s 

point of view. These items have also symbolically bridged up the transition 

towards the use of autobiographical methods with guests and users of anti-

violence centres. 

Throughout the project, the Centre (namely each anti-violence centre) 

became the main framework for the generation of narrative imagery. It was 

actually the physical and symbolic space where the experiences of women 

having survived violence and operators came together. It was the place where 

                                            
32 The whole path was supervised by Lucia Portis, Autobiographical Expert and Methodological 

Supervisor of the Project  “Writing Beyond the Silence”. 
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this interaction developed into a helping relationship: violence, traumas and 

wounds were conveyed through tales and behaviours to the Centre’s 

operators, to first-line women who had to manage, welcome, listen and share 

every day the relationship space with the Centre’s guests. 

Operators can thus be considered as “junction agents”, guiding women to 

interchange their tales not only during structured interviews with victims of 

violence (where the helping relationship is supported by a specific method), 

but also and mostly in informal everyday situations. Here the role of 

operators - with all its shades of ambiguity – is critical in the dynamics of 

opening and/or resistance that develop between operators and victims of 

violence. Operators are the people who are mostly exposed to the contents of 

violence of women victims’ stories. If operators are professional, competent 

and – with their teamwork – can guarantee protection and an opportunity to 

process what is  (or is not) collected in the Centre, autobiographical writing 

has the power of giving shape to untold items, to a sense of human and 

professional loneliness, to homeless feelings or tokens of experience that 

sometimes do not come out because they are politically incorrect. The Centre 

can thus become a sort of house of emotions where multiple interpersonal 

relations among women unfold, involving women running anti-violence 

centres, operators of these centres, guests and other characters who are not 

there all the time but have nonetheless significant roles within anti-violence 

centres, e.g. women lawyers, welfare officers, women psychologists and 

women representing local institutions. The topic of the correct relational 

distance/closeness was the background for the exploration of different worlds 

meeting within anti-violence centres. Such exploration was possible through 

the stimulation of sensory memory and the production of autobiographical 

writings which were successively shared, allowing for a comparison of the 

interior representations of each involved woman and also referring to the 

group’s symbolic imagery. The framework of personal affections and emotions 

was used to drive in the transition to the topic of the meeting with the women 

of the Centre (both colleagues and guests) and then, as the 

writing/sharing/restitution process unfolded it was possible to narrate the 

macro-topic of taking care of oneself.  This topic was viewed from each 

woman’s perspective, based on how she would welcome narrations of violence, 

on their listening style, on what is taken and sorted out from each tale (even 

as a form of self-protection), on how risk and threat are faced when one steps 

into the territory of violence. Another parameter considered was how stories 

of violence can awaken a new awareness in the relationship with men, or how 

they can recall memories of occurrences when a woman surrendered or 

reacted to bullying. Finally it was observed how the body, the most physical 

element involved into an interpersonal exchange, could play its osmotic role 

in being more or less prone to listening to other people’s stories.   

During meetings in laboratories, narrative prompts and devices were 

tested and assessed in their possible applications, and this helped moving to 

the following processing stage of the laboratory organised with women guests 

of anti-violence centres. 
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“The Pen’s Way: holding one’s destiny in one’s hand”. The  Centre 

viewed by women guests.  

 

The laboratory organised with women guests of anti-violence centres 

followed a path mirroring the path outlined above. Except for a few variables, 

the plot, topics and prompts were basically the same, yet producing different 

narrative genres.  

In this case too, the Centre33  was the physical and symbolic setting for 

the weaving of the narrative threads that made up the texture of the 

laboratory. The Centre was also a helpful life belt and reassuring element for 

participants during moments of emotional peaks.  

For women, the Centre is a shelter-home during an important and 

sensitive part of their life. It is for these women a crossroads of relationships 

that are established among different people living and working in the Centre: 

it is a home, a shelter and a processing space for projects all together.  

It is a landing place where women entrust other women with their own 

stories, it is a doorstep dividing what came before from what comes next.  

During the working out of the laboratory, one stage was particularly 

significant: the moment when women entered the Centre. The topics faced at 

that stage were connected with the women’s experiences of choice, separation 

and escape, with their need for not being traced back and for relying on 

someone else.  

The representation of not being traced back suggested during the 

processing stage a number of thoughts and evocative hints that opened up 

connections between the process triggered by autobiographical writing and 

the survival and exit path from violence. The daily experiences of an abused 

woman are often a long exercise leading to making oneself invisible. Victims 

of violence want to become invisible to the abuser, as every move could be the 

element stirring up new violence, but they want to become invisible to the 

whole world too, because every word could be misunderstood, trivialised or 

may become dangerous. As the work within the laboratory proceeded, it 

became clear that writing can accompany the re-learning process of the 

feeling of self-value, by leaving and then recollecting traces on a sheet of 

paper. Starting from writing about the story of one’s own name, a journey 

began bringing women closer to their identity or to rediscovering it. Violence 

aims to erase everything, creating only the space left by absence, whereas 

writing aims to restore the signs of one’s presence in the world and it does so 

both physically and symbolically by scattering the traces of one’s own history 

along with written words. This way, the relationships of a woman’s life are 

brought back into light, first of all for this woman.  

 

                                            
33 The laboratory was physically held in an anti-violence centre.   
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Conclusions 

The laboratory with women operators was firstly configured as a 

learning environment where self-writing was combined with self-training 

reflections about the meaning of one’s own operative output and the group’s 

one. Specifically, attention was paid to some methodological elements, such 

as the functions and possibilities of the “autobiographical pact” and the 

opportunities offered by the autobiographical devices that were tested during 

the laboratory. Thanks to this new approach it was possible to apply 

autobiographical skills and practices to the welcoming and helping routines 

implemented in anti-violence centres.   

After changing autobiographical competence into a shared knowledge within 

the work team, women operators realized that the process activating 

autobiographical writing can be introduced in every path leading to the re-

integration of the different parts of a woman’s self. Also, this process is an 

indicator of the significant turning points in a woman’s life transformation 

process. Shifting from the spoken to the written code implies for women a 

different way to listen to themselves. This is the first step towards re-

appreciating one’s own story and towards breaking up with the role of victim 

that is endured by abused women. Meetings with women victims of violence 

have highlighted that revisiting their personal stories through memory and 

writing means recovering parts of themselves, and it is also a way to outline a 

new stage in the path that will release them from the violent relationship in 

which they are entangled. It is another step towards a standalone reading of 

one’s own life: when you give yourself permission to speak, your start the 

complex and tiresome process of re-orienting your life project, and you make 

it possible.    
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The experience in Greece 

 

The following texts convey the counselors’ point of view, as emerged 

through their experience from the implementation of individual and/or group 

autobiographical writing interventions, on the method’s effect to abused 

women empowerment, its usefulness, as well as the possibility and the 

conditions under which the method could be integrated into the counseling 

process. 

Warm thanks to all the women who participated in all stages of 

autobiographical writing’s intervention (design, pilot testing and 

implementation), providing us with a wealth of information in regards to the 

needs of abused women, on the basis of which the intervention was designed, 

as well as valuable feedback on the usefulness and functionality of 

autobiographical activities and of their implementation way, which allowed 

us to improve them. 

Our warmest thanks to the eight counselors of the Counseling Centres 

for Abused Women of the General Secretariat for Gender Equality, without 

which the implementation of this intervention would not be possible. To the 

counselors who, with only motivation to provide quality services to the 

abused women they serve, voluntarily devoted their time, effort and work for 

the implementation and evaluation of autobiographical intervention in 

Greece.  

 

On behalf of EAVN 

Kiki Petroulaki 

BoD President 

 

§ 

 

Aikaterini-Frantzeska Konidaki*  

Psychologist,  

Counseling Center for Women of  Heraklion, Crete 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

The autobiographical activities along with the counseling process 

contributed significantly to providing the highest possible quality support 

and care services to women experiencing any form of violence (sexual, 

physical, psychological, economical). The autobiographical activities, 

implemented within this project, helped women to gain conscious access to 

unknown “regions” of their thought, emotions and behavior, as they emerged 

through careful self-observation and friction with different aspects of their 

selves and their relationships. The written word proved to have such an 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions. 



 

 

 

      

 133  

incredible liberating power and promoted women’s courage and flexibility in 

taking decisions about their own lives. 

In any case, autobiography, when applied in the context of the 

counseling process, is a useful tool towards the self-awareness path. The most 

significant achievements were the exoneration of women for the violence they 

suffer, the realization that they weren’t responsible for the perpetrator’s 

abusive behavior and the empowerment of feelings such as self-esteem and 

self-acceptance. Indeed, the lack of self-acceptance precluded personal 

growth, since it fed women with negative thoughts and feelings as to their 

true value and strength. Through these activities, women were given the 

opportunity to listen to themselves, to consider with greater responsibility 

and tenderness where they are and towards which direction they want to go. 

Within the counseling procedure’s context and via the autobiography 

activities, women were provided with the psychic space and time needed in 

order to consider different aspects of themselves, to feed every fold of 

themselves and to experience feelings and thoughts in depth.  

Women's participation in the project was a transitional period towards a 

new phase of their life, during which the past was understood, desires of 

present emerged and future was planned. This was a period of reflection and 

thorough acquaintance with the self, and of conscious taking of responsibility 

towards their desires. It was a process that gave them the opportunity to 

reorganize themselves, to review their strengths and redefine their life 

course. Women realized their right and obligation to decide on their own for 

themselves and not to listen to the noisy guidelines of their wider 

environment that reinforced an excessive altruism emanating from social 

imperatives and the corresponding social respectability. Additionally, they 

reassessed their evaluations about their supportive environment.  After all, 

love for the self is not associated with self-denial and self-sacrifice, but it 

encloses faith in personal purpose, right on setting targets and will for 

development, creation and personal growth. 

More specifically, as for activities’ implementation within the counseling 

process, women had mixed feelings. Some of them, mainly the women who 

had already carried out 3 to 4 sessions in the counseling center, were excited 

with their participation in the project, as it was easier for them to be involved 

having already processed topics of domestic violence; other women were 

restrained at the beginning due to the psychological vortex they experienced. 

However, through the counseling process and the autobiographical activities, 

they gradually get emotionally strengthened and regained forces and energy, 

something that led them to claim their actual wishes, their real desires. 

Besides, the aim of integrating these activities into the counseling process 

was to facilitate women understanding of and reconciling with intra-psychic 

events through the acquisition of self-knowledge and the development of self-

awareness, through the creation of an harmonious relationship with 

themselves, through the recognition and the expression of feelings, needs and 

incentives.  
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The emphasis was given into analyzing and understanding every piece 

of information emerged through the activities and into investing their energy 

to realize the role they play themselves in their own lives, without spending 

energy on meaningless dilemmas. According to the women, the further 

analysis and processing of data emerging from the activities were crucial for 

their decision making; decisions that are based on what is good for 

themselves according to their own needs and desires and not according to 

what is considered "right" for their gender.  

After the completion of each activity, the aim was the woman to 

recognize, to identify and to delineate the objectives that she wanted to 

succeed. They were encouraged to reconstruct their life’s map, to organize 

themselves on their own, to gain a positive self-image. Psychological support 

was provided in order to facilitate women taking responsibility for themselves 

and taking decisions according to their own personal assessments, as well as 

exploring on their own solutions for their problems. Women were 

strengthened to claim their desires, to be able to get in a conflict and to 

negotiate in favor of their positions, as well as to restore and expand their 

social, supportive environment. 

An activity that seemed to give the final push to women to get rid of the 

illusions that perpetrators have cultivated to them in their daily lives is the 

letter to a woman facing the same situation and the letter in regards to the 

barriers and the facilitating factors encountered in their course towards 

ending their abuse. All of the women realized that, in fact, they were 

speaking to themselves, while one of them carried away writing in the first 

person singular. This activity helped them to see more clearly their situation, 

to have no illusions that things will change in a magic way, as well as to 

realize that change comes as a result of continuous personal -internal and 

external- processes and not as a spectacular instant act. Small changes were 

those that gave them the boost to achieve greater changes. 

They realized that self-determination and self-confidence are concepts 

closely linked together, but not constant in quantity terms. They do not 

remain constant but they show ups and downs depending on the conditions 

and the circumstances women experience in their daily lives. They cannot be 

decisive in their lives if they don’t believe in their judgment, views and 

feelings. They realized that when confidence, an inherent personality feature, 

is fed back, they can cope with any condition, difficulty and inner conflict, 

exploiting at the same time their wider supportive environment. 

Autobiography, as a method, is a precious tool in the hands of a 

counselor and can provide the framework upon which the counseling process 

can move and further develop. It can also be the foundation of the 

professional counseling practice in the service of supporting women who 

suffer from domestic violence. The main idea is to help women gain a sense of 

personal value and to be treated as individuals worthy of appreciation and 

respect. It is suggested to continue the effort of women's empowerment in the 

counseling process in conjunction with autobiographical activities as  a 

practice, since as it has been shown after the project’s outcome, women who 
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participated were informed, relieved of guilt for the violence they suffered in 

the abusive relationship, supported and encouraged to make decisions about 

their own lives.  

 

§ 

 

Nopi Sidiropoulou* 

Counseling Psychologist  

Counseling Center of Athens Polykentro,  

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

The autobiographical writing became a valuable tool in the counseling 

procedure with the women that have been abused at some point in their life. 

In the sessions, especially with groups, what I noticed was that each one 

of the women became the mirror for some other woman. They shared their 

stories, feelings and hesitations and as this was happening, the women in 

groups realized that their fear was not something they could not 

overcome but something they could deal with or confront. Until then, 

their fear was a reality through the words of the abuser. The sharing of the 

reflection became an integral experience, giving the women the chance to 

review, doubt the power of the abuser, as dominant element of their fear, but 

also to see themselves through their own experience. 

Each one empowered the other. Through the activities that were created 

for the implementation, each woman came up against her own experience and 

story. She became able to see where she was standing, what prevented her 

from leaving, to recognize that her reality was not the one the abuser was 

telling her it was. Many times, because of the isolation she lived in she would 

“forget” the people who would be willing to listen to her as well as to stand by 

her in her cruel reality. Through the autobiographical activities she became 

able to “re-remember” those people but also her own social abilities that she 

used to have. In many cases she would find the courage to accept the problem 

and to share her experience with other women or women from her family and 

to get the support she needed. In other words through the autobiographical 

methodology she was given the space and the time to structure and 

legitimize her own story and experience. Social expectations and 

anticipations still existed, but there was no place for them now; those 

anticipations provided nothing to her or to her children. 

Once this happened, many changes took place in the lives of the 

women in groups and in individual sessions. Each one of the women became 

the writer and the protagonist in her writings. My role was that of their 

“traveling” companion, who strongly believes that these women are not only 

capable but also the most competent to evaluate their journey in life and 

to redefine their goals and desires.  

                                            
*  She implemented both individual and group autobiographical writing interventions. 
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In the autobiographical methodology, our story is not what we have 

lived but what we have told and documented in our writing. This is how 

we structure our experience.  

We recognize which is our own voice and which is that of the abuser, but 

also which voice sabotages our experience and which one is our ally. When we 

have this knowledge and strength to respect and acknowledge it, we can talk 

with different terms about ourselves and our experience.  

And this is what happened with the women that participated in the 

autobiographical methodology. All of the women saw with courage the 

depreciation from the abuser, the apathy and the frustration that tends to be 

there for so long, even if the woman is not in the relationship anymore.  

There has been example of a woman who had been separated from her 

husband and the writing helped her realized that the abuser had no power 

on her anymore. His power existed because she was allowing it.  

Another woman understood that she had to make decisions for herself, 

because for so long she would allow him to have her life in his hands and not 

respect it. She clearly saw, through her children's reactions, that the fact she 

was staying was not for them. She moved on claiming legally her own life 

and the life of her children.  

Another woman took the courage to resist the abuse. She was already 

separated and though the legal way she claimed what was fair for her and 

made important decisions for herself.  

Many of the women who took part in the autobiographical writing 

sessions, asked to redefine the things they wrote and to put them in order so 

to see what they really desired out of their lives. 

This experience has led me to agree that the writing contributes to the 

counseling procedure. I saw with a great pleasure the women to write and 

talk about their lives, to get angry, frustrated, to revise and review, to 

support each other, to make decisions and act on them and feel good 

about themselves. I believe that this, in itself, is valuable for every 

counselor. This has been a wonderful experience for me as a Psychologist, an 

experience that I intend to include in my counseling work with women that 

have experienced abuse. 

 

§ 

 

Eleni Koulosousa*  

Psychologist, M.Sc.  

Counseling Center of Athens Polykentro 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

After the training in autobiographical writing method, that took place in 

Italy at the beginning of July 2013, all counselors were invited to implement 

it in order to support women survivors of gender violence. The 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions and a group one. 
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implementation of autobiographical writing activities was conducted in two 

phases. In both phases, each counselor had to design and propose her own 

autobiographical writing project, after specifying a number of parameters 

such as: the activities-tools she would use, the number of sessions she would 

carry out, her preference on whether this method would be implemented as a 

separate procedure or would be integrated into the counseling process, and 

finally, if the intervention would take place in individual or/and in group 

sessions.   

During the first phase, I chose to implement a project based on specific 

activities-tools and a specific number of individual sessions, with women that 

had already completed a circle of counseling sessions with me. My experience 

from this phase was valuable, not only for my practice as a counselor using 

the autobiographical writing method, but also for the exploration of the best 

possible way to implement this method for the support of women survivors of 

gender violence who address to the Counseling Centre. Through this 

experience and the completion of the training in Autobiographical Writing, 

that took place in November 2013, I did formulate the intervention plan I 

wanted to implement in the second phase. During these extra training 

meetings in November, all counselors had the opportunity to share our 

experiences, while -with the help of Ms. Kiki Petroulaki, President of the 

European Anti-Violence Network,- improvements were made in some of the 

activities-tools in order women’s specific needs to be met more effectively.  

During the second and more extended phase, I chose to integrate 

autobiographical writing activities-tools in the counseling practice, instead of 

organizing a separate circle of sessions, as I did at the first phase. In this 

way, the activities-tools implemented were not unrelated to each woman’s 

actual reality and needs, but responded to her particular requests from the 

counseling process. Moreover, the counseling process was enriched through 

autobiographical writing activities-tools, since women had the chance to work 

on their requests and their self-awareness development via a wide variety of 

ways. Each activity-tool’s implementation was conducted after having been 

explored that it corresponds to the expressive style of each woman (e.g. other 

women felt more comfortable with drawing, other with writing, other with 

table completion). During the second phase I chose to implement the 

autobiographical method both with individuals and with group. 

The implementation of autobiographical writing method seemed to be 

very helpful for women that participated in the program, especially in the 

second phase. The reasons for that were (a) that the activities were selected 

in such a way as to meet women’s specific personal needs and (b) that 

autobiographical activities were combined in an harmonious and flexible way 

with the counseling process, providing the best possible help and support to 

women. Indicatively, I would like to highlight that through the 

implementation of the autobiographical writing method:  

 A woman managed to relate her strong and weak features and to 

discover different parts of herself.  
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 Another woman managed, through depicting the important persons in 

her life as islands, to identify the role those played in her life and also 

realize why she allowed them to play this role.  

 For another woman, autobiographical writing activities-tools 

triggered further exploration of the self, which was supported in the 

context of the counseling process.  

 In group implementation, women had the opportunity to share 

common experiences and feelings, feel closeness, get rid of the guilt 

and shame, “break” the loneliness of isolation, stop feeling alone.  

 Through their eager participation in this project, women felt that they 

offered help to women with the same problems, something that 

promoted their self-esteem.  

 

As a counselor trained in the autobiographical writing method, I tried to 

be open and receptive as long as the way of its implementation and the 

possible outcomes were concerned. My experience showed that 

autobiographical writing can be a useful tool for the counseling process of 

women who have suffered or suffer domestic violence.  

Closing my short intervention, I would like to thank the staff of 

European Anti-Violence Network for the opportunity they gave me to 

participate in this program and the support they provided during its 

implementation. I would also like to give my thanks to the project 

Coordinators for the training, the support and the trust they showed to me 

and my choices. 

 

§ 

 

Giota Dimitriadi* 

Social Worker  

Counseling Center of Athens Polykentro 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

In the context of training the counselors working in counseling centers 

to use the autobiographical writing tool and having in mind to meet the 

women’s desire to be involved in this process, the usefulness of this tool has 

become evident. 

The implementation of this technique showed that the women involved, 

via this path, could better realize what is happening to them and, through 

their autobiography, they could clarify many questions, as well as they could 

lead their lives in a different way. 

Through their participation either in individual or group sessions -a 

dynamic interpersonal process- the woman has the opportunity to work on 

her personal concerns and questions aiming to deal with them. As a result, 

she adopts and learns several behaviors through positive reinforcement in 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions and a group one. 



 

 

 

      

 139  

the context of the group – “I feel the same way too”, “Could I have done the 

same thing?", not in the form of comparison to each other, but utilizing the 

opportunities, the possibilities which each woman may have for the life she 

wants. 

Expressions such as, "I have never spoken in front of others about me”, 

“No one has ever asked me what I want, what I am thinking”, “Do you want 

me to tell you what I am thinking? Am I helping you with that?”, are only few 

representative expressions of women who possess all the necessary tools for 

ensuring better conditions for their lives; but so far they have not receive the 

support, they have not been understood or respected and trusted as regards 

their desires. 

It seems that violence is linked with feelings, attitudes and behaviors, 

such as fear, fear of abandonment, dependency, low self-confidence, low 

assertiveness and lack of initiatives. All of the above features are elements 

that women identify through the sessions, and they are working on finding a 

way to handle them. 

Counseling, through the use of autobiography and through their own 

experiences, is a process which often helps women to understand their world 

in a different perspective, something they do later recognize on their own, as 

it is shown by phrases such as "Why didn't I see it so long ago?”, “I am sure 

that I can do it now!”. Since I introduced this technique in my own 

methodology, one of the main results was women’s disengagement from past 

situations and, in particular, the deeper understanding of the “problem”. 

So, I think there are many changes that have occurred in the course of 

this journey. Changes that have to do with the way women speak about 

themselves, about their personal characteristics, but also about their life 

experiences in terms of personal integration. Questions that were initially 

raised, such as whether the women themselves believe that the 

autobiographical process helped them to cope with difficult situations, receive 

a positive answer, as all of the women who participated in a series of sessions 

felt, as they noted, “free” and this, by itself, could be the answer. 

Therefore, within this framework, the appropriate context has been 

created, in order to shape those beliefs and to continue in a different way 

their life; a life that, until now, considered to be a dream. 

In addition, a very important element regarding the use of 

autobiography, which has already been mentioned above, is the way that 

women feel about themselves. What kind of features do they attribute to 

themselves? In the beginning, mainly in the first session, they refer to 

themselves with characteristics such as “desperate, alone, frustrated, weak, 

unlucky” and they tend to attribute themselves mainly general 

characteristics, and to ignore their positive ones. Desires do emerge, but at 

the level of dream-desires. They don’t express feelings, because -as they 

remark- “I don’t know how I feel”, “I don’t know what this feeling is”, “I am 

afraid to hear it”. In the course of time though, after having worked either in 

individual or group level, they feel empowered and that they have the right to 

speak for themselves. There is a wide range of feelings now, they write down 
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more features for themselves, they speak in a more positive way about 

themselves using descriptions such as “strong”, ”sweet”, ”giving”, ”beautiful”, 

“woman”, “capable”, “free”, “alive” and, in fact, this change is observed not 

only in their verbal expression, but also in the non-verbal. More specifically, 

it is obvious through the way they move, they talk, they ask, as well as 

through the way they face any difficult circumstance in their lives.  

My goal, as a specialist, both in individual and in group sessions, is to 

strengthen, encourage, support and safeguard the safety of women, providing 

a context in which they are encouraged to speak and express their own 

desires. Also, the goal is to guide them in taking their own decisions by 

themselves, something that is unfamiliar and difficult for them, but at the 

same time liberating. 

I feel, therefore, that the autobiographical writing is a very useful tool in 

the context of the counseling process and the essence of its usefulness could 

be drawn from all of the aforementioned. 

 

 

§ 

 

Lizeta Liourta* 

Psychologist, M.Sc. 

Counseling Center for Women of Komotini  

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

“Who am I? I have never asked myself...”, she said when I gave her the 

relevant worksheet at our first meeting. She needed three sessions in order to 

complete the “archipelagos” of her relationships. As she was drawing, she was 

recalling and telling stories with people who have been in her life, taking care 

at the same time of each small island separately. “Look, this island is 

depicting you”, she said to me as she was describing each one of the people-

islands who chose to put in her drawing, giving to me the impression that she 

was trying to honor each and every one individually. “This is more mature! 

This is what I want to be, not the old one”, she said when she completed the 

post evaluation activity [Who Are You?] of the intervention, before we barely 

start comparing it with her pre version of “Who Are You?” activity. 

Every woman who participated in the project had suffered or continued 

suffering violence by her partner. Every woman was giving her own personal 

struggle aiming to get out of this vicious circle of violence, and somehow she 

reached at the Counseling Center for Women of Komotini. Women, as they 

talk to us, they trust to us their personal stories, their own misfortunes. They 

need someone to listen to them. They need to feel safe. The counseling 

process has already begun and the invitation to participate in a new project, 

running in three European countries, was welcomed. “I want to also help 

other women who are like me”. 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions. 
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Who Are You? Aim: To become aware of the different identities that she 

has in her life and, therefore, her different roles and characteristics. The 

Archipelagos of my Relationships. Materials: You give her a sizeable white 

paper (e.g. Α3 size or flipchart) and markers (in all colors) for drawing her 

“islands”. The Spiral of Change. Reading: Would you like to read me your 

spiral? My Life Course: My strengths/good characteristics through the eyes 

of... Discussion: How did you feel while you were writing? While you were 

reading what you have written? Is there something that impressed you while 

you were writing or that impresses you now? “I am writing you a letter... to a 

woman with my own story”. Writing a replying letter: How do you believe that 

this woman would reply to you? Do you want to write the letter that she 

would send you? 

The women participate, and participate actively. Through the activities, 

they give priority to themselves and they talk about themselves. They throw 

light into parts of themselves that the abuse had shadowed for all these years 

and they manage to rewrite the story of their life. The result is obvious. They 

do recognize it by themselves; I also do recognize it. I get moved along with 

them and I feel satisfaction. The “Writing beyond the Silence” comes to its 

end and along with the project, a circle of support, through autobiographical 

writing, for women that survived from GBV also comes to an end; or, maybe 

this circle opens? 

 

 

§ 

 

Theodora Tsaousi* 

Phychologist, Counseling Center for Women of Tripoli 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece  

 

According to my personal experience during the implementation of the 

autobiographical writing activities with women who have requested 

assistance and support from the Counseling Center for Women, I realized 

that the benefits for an abused woman are many, but under specific 

conditions. 

 I believe that the method is more effective when its implementation 

starts at a later phase, and not at the beginning, of the counseling 

process; and this is because at this phase, a trusting relationship has 

already been built between the counselor and the woman, which allows 

the woman to express herself more easily and reflect her inner world 

without being feared that the counselor will comment on her 

negatively. Moreover, after having done some work with herself in 

order to handle their personal requests, under her counselor’s 

guidance, her participation in autobiographical writing seems to 

function in a supplementary way in her attempt to regain her self-

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions and a group one. 
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esteem that she has lost due to the abusive behavior. In a sense, the 

autobiographical method seals the entire counseling process, by 

reinforcing it.  

 Another important parameter for the method’s success is that the 

woman has to get well along with writing and to enjoy it or, at least, to 

have personal experience of keeping a diary at the past. This, of course, 

at no case means that the woman should be a University graduate. 

However, it is advisable to engage women who enjoy reading and 

writing and who have inner, personal concerns, as otherwise it is very 

possible to get dissatisfied, bored and to give up the process evaluating 

it in a negative way. Therefore, the counselor should be careful in the 

selection of participants and not to propose the autobiographical 

method to all women without distinction, because I believe that only 

some of the women could cope with the method.  

 Additionally, another significant factor is the situation that the woman 

experiences at the given period. This is related mainly to the woman’s 

current request and her supportive environment. In cases that the 

main request of the woman is to become able to stand up on her feet in 

order to ensure what is necessary for her children and she has no one 

to support her practically and emotionally, it is very probable that the 

autobiographical method will be redundant for her in the entire 

counseling process, if not useless, due to the fact that it will be out of 

her interests since she cannot even ensure the necessities for life. 

Conversely, in cases that a woman does not face serious problems of 

survival and her main request is to increase her self-esteem and to 

create a positive self-image, then autobiographical method’s activities 

will help her at a great extent to love herself again. 

 On the other hand, the benefits of the autobiographical method for the 

woman are many. 

 She recollects again positive life events and positive features of herself 

that she has possibly forgot or underestimated them, as a result of the 

abusive behavior against her. 

 She learns step-by-step to distinguish what is real from what is 

fictitious. In other words, she realizes which of her negative features 

are real and which are overemphasized due to her husband’s degrading 

behavior. 

 She starts to understand herself and she is gradually entering in an 

introspection process that improves her self-esteem.  

 She loves again herself and sets goals for the future. 

 She realizes who the people that have helped her are and begins to 

understand that the loneliness she feels is not due to the fact that 

there is no one around her who counts her as a human being, but 

because the perpetrator has isolated her. 

 The autobiographical method also contributes at the following: 
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 Cultivates the woman’s inner world, leading to existential questionings 

through some of the activities.   

 Functions in a supplementary way towards the realization of the 

counseling process’s objectives.  

 It is a very useful tool at the service of the counselor, given that it 

provides several alternative ways and techniques for approaching an 

abused woman. 

 

§ 

 

 

Katerina Christodoulou* 

Psychologist, M.Sc.  

Counseling Center for Women of Lamia 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece 

   

Being involved in an abusive relationship, a woman ends up seeing 

herself through the abuser’s descriptions as a weak, guilty and insufficient 

person. Experiencing constant abuse, verbal or physical, she gradually loses 

her autonomy and feels incapable of defending her own reality. She may 

think of herself as someone who deserves to be punished, because she is 

unworthy. 

Autobiographical writing could be her only chance to feel free to raise 

her voice and reconstruct the description of herself. The autobiographical 

activity “Who Are You?” leads her to get aware of her roles and different 

identities and raises questions about whether she realized all these or not. 

Did you know these about yourself? Do you recognize yourself in these 

descriptions? 

She is given the space and the responsibility to describe her identities. 

She is the “expert” of her own life.  

“This is what I was being asked to think about... ‘Who am I?’ I enjoyed 

writing about myself, because I start becoming more interested in myself… I 

love me”. 

The woman starts seeing herself as something different than the 

problem and her identity as an abused woman. 
 

The Archipelagos of my Relationships. A way for her to realize that she 

is not completely alone. She decides on her own about the persons that she 

wishes to include in her context and identifies their positive aspects. She 

assesses whether she can trust these people or not, whether she can talk to 

them about her concerns and seek for their support or not. This can be very 

empowering for someone who feels alone while facing a difficult situation. 
 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions. 
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The activity My Life Course: What I like in myself… stories for herself in 

the course of time. Some of her life stories have positive effects on her life and 

some others have negative.  

The narration of these stories can help her uncover a new picture of 

herself, and probably a new potential about her relationships and future 

perspectives. Wondering about her future can provide her with a motive, a 

personal scope, it can give her hope. 

Many women feel obliged to keep as a secret not only their situation at 

home but also their feelings regarding the abuse they suffer. Keeping secrets 

is energy-consuming and therefore, their expression through writing can help 

the woman to regain her energy. Self-disclosure through the autobiographical 

activities was healing by itself. 

The course of our discussions and the issues raised could follow any 

direction the woman desires. There is no right or wrong, there is no mistake 

she can do. And that can be very liberating for a woman who is used to be 

criticized in every step of her life. 
 

While working with the woman, we are genuinely eager to ask questions 

to which we do not know the answers. We try to accompany the woman while 

she is searching for her own right answers. 

 

 

§ 

 

Nadia Nioti* 

Psychologist, Counseling Center for Women of Patras 

General Secretariat for Gender Equality, Greece  

   

My own experience from the autobiographical writing project was 

related to the method’s implementation with abused women in the 

Counseling Center for Women of Patras. I used the method for both 

individual and group interventions. As for the group implementation, the 

autobiographical writing was the main intervention, while regarding the 

individual implementation, in some cases I integrated the autobiographical 

activities into the counseling process and in other cases the autobiographical 

method was the main intervention in the sessions. However, in all cases, 

enough time was dedicated for discussion and reflection on the activities, as 

well as in trying to make connections aiming to increase women’s self-

awareness in addition to their empowerment.  

In regards to the implementation type, my personal sense is that the 

group context facilitated more both women’s commitment to the entire 

process and their involvement into the activities. Moreover, counselees, 

through writing and sharing their texts with others in the group, were 

“solemnizing” the existence of their “new” capability that was just emerging: 

                                            
*  She implemented individual autobiographical writing interventions and a group one. 
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their capability of writing. Just having the remaining members of the group 

as witnesses of this capability, it seemed to strengthen the women. 

Additionally, their participation in the group offered many of the benefits 

that group counseling offers anyway, such as the feeling that other women 

have also similar thoughts, emotions and/or experiences like themselves, but 

also the feeling that they can get and provide support and that they are able 

to obtain a supportive network.  

Concerning the benefits of participating in this process, I will start with 

the simplest, which I also consider as the most important: Contrary to the 

prevailing image that the women had for themselves (that was related to the 

perpetrator’s judgmental voice) as being “useless” or “unworthy”, they 

realized – maybe for first time – that they were able to create something, a 

text; and not only that, but they could also share their text with other people 

in a context of respect. In that way, the autobiographical method was, for 

some counselees, an opportunity to discover and to unlock their own 

creativity, as well as to integrate this capability into their self-image. In fact, 

during the intervention or barely after it, some women began to recall more 

capabilities that they used to have, like drawing, dancing or making 

handmade items. Moreover, some others they did set new goals in their lives, 

such as learning a foreign language or attending a training course. 

Gradually, women started to recall more and more things that often 

were related to information that contributed to their empowerment. For 

example, through the activities of “Mentors” and “The Archipelagos of my 

Relationships”, some women remembered friends or relatives, persons from 

whom they had get support at the past; persons they could also consider as 

belonging into their supportive network, today. Additionally, the activity 

“The Spiral of Change” seemed to help them recalling some of their past 

achievements and skills or personal traits that had helped them once.  

Impressive was also the effect of the activities “Who Are You?” and “My 

Life Course: What I like in myself”, which –in most of the cases- contributed 

to women’s empowerment and to the increase of their self-awareness at the 

same time.  Even for women who did not manage to describe themselves very 

positively, it seemed that the process of inviting them to think, write and 

share things about themselves, taking up space for themselves in a way, had 

a positive effect.  

Together with the development of their writing capacity and the 

improvement of their self-image, women seemed to succeed in attributing 

meaning to their experience and to obtain a sense of control on themselves by 

editing of their texts and, through these, their autobiography. More precisely, 

the double completion of the “Who Are You?” handout at the beginning and at 

the end of the process, as well as the reflection followed every time they did 

write and they did read a text, were opportunities for reconsidering and 

editing their autobiography.  

Moreover, the activity “I am writing a letter to a woman with my own 

story” equipped them with a more compassionate voice for their own selves, 

while the activity “I am writing a letter to the perpetrator” offered them the 
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opportunity to articulate a more assertive voice, allowing them -in many 

cases- to express their anger as a countervailing force to the fear that 

conquered them so far.   

Overall, my impression from the method’s implementation is that, 

complementary to counseling, it can indeed help to the empowerment of 

abused women, the enhancement of their self-image, the development of their 

creativity, the increase of their self-awareness, the improvement of their 

memory, as well as towards attributing meaning to experience and to the 

adoption of a more proactive stance in life. 

On the other hand, I would like to stress out at this point that a 

necessary prerequisite in order to get achieved all of the above-mentioned is 

the existence of a trust counseling relationship, so that the woman could feel 

safe and therefore involve herself into the activities. It is important not to 

forget that we are talking about women who, in their majority, reach to the 

counseling centers very frightened, incriminated, judgmental towards 

themselves, having internalized the perpetrator’s voice and often having 

inhibited all of their creative aspects. All these consists areas in which they 

could benefit from the autobiographical method but, at the same time, they 

could also consist barriers hindering their involvement with the 

autobiographical writing method. 

Let’s think of a woman who every day listens that everything she does is 

wrong, that she does not deserve as a person and that she is useless, a 

woman that she is getting punished because the wind blew south and not 

north. You could imagine how difficult could be for that woman to write even 

three words about herself, even more to write a text and read it or to paint! 

For this reason, it is really important the counselor, who implements the 

autobiographical writing, to take care of ensuring such a context of security 

and trust (required anyway in the counseling process) that will allow the 

women to gradually get engaged into the process and to unlock the capability 

of writing. Equally important is also, during the entire path, the counselor to 

encourage the counselee, as well as to respect her own pace and not to 

evaluate or judge in any way the quality of her texts.  

Finally, I would suggest the implementation of the autobiographical 

method with women that have already participated in some counseling 

sessions, so that the appropriate space would have been given in their initial 

requests, practical issues and issues of security would have been explored 

and addressed and, as a result, they could engage in such a process with 

stability and peace. 
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The experience in Portugal 
 

Without the invaluable and precious voluntary cooperation of the nine 

professionals of victim´s support in Portugal, who implemented 

autobiographical interventions with women victims of violence that were 

being followed in their Counselling and Shelter Centers, the implementation 

of this project in Portugal would not be possible. So, this Methodological 

Manual couldn’t be complete without their words about their experience in 

the project and without their points of view on the results and impacts of the 

project. 

Our heartfelt thanks to the professionals Ana Lúcia Pestana, Ana Luísa 

Matias, Carla Batista, Diana Silva, Isabel Lemos, Leandra Rodrigues, Sofia 

Filgueiras, Teresa Fernandes and Susana Silva for having believed in the 

Project from the first moment and for having accepted so enthusiastically the 

challenge and for all the time and all the effort they have put into this 

project. Our heartfelt thanks also to all the women victims of violence who 

had participated in the Needs Assessment Focus Group and in the 

autobiographical interventions developed by professionals in the “Learning 

on the Job” and in the “Implementation” phases, because it was thanks to 

them that, with their participation and evaluation, it was possible to adapt 

the methodology to the context of support to victims and meet their impacts 

and benefits of its use. 

 

On behalf of  CooLabora  

Tânia Araújo 

Project’s Local Coordinator 

 

§ 

 

Diana Silva 

CooLabora 

 

It was great to have the opportunity to participate in a project that, from 

the beginning, had created in me high expectations and that intended to be a 

new and effective methodology for working with victims of domestic violence. 

And if, still in the exploration phase of the methodology, some doubts 

and fears have emerged, with its implementation they all blurred by the real 

evidence of the expectations created. 

Over the sessions, I could assist the evolution of all the beneficiaries 

(even the ones that didn’t like writing very much):  in their self-esteem, in 

their self-concept, in the self-awareness that were increasing about 

themselves and their life circumstances. 

Session by session, their smiles prevailed - without exception - even 

when something unexpected occurred and problems arose. Session by session, 

the request for the next session was repeated. Session by session, the taste 
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for writing and the hunger to know more and better about themselves had got 

deeper. 

As a facilitator, I was growing and evolving session by session: the 

technical details of the implementation of the methodology were being 

improved; reflection had become spontaneous and faith in the benefits of the 

methodology had become unconditional. 

Even if the assessment tools about the efficacy of the methodology will 

show us negative results, I will know and trust always in the positive results 

of the interventions with the autobiographical methodology, because I could 

see the changes in the women. 

Being able to watch the remarkable improvements in women whom life 

had stolen self-esteem and opportunities; hear and read their comments on 

how good they felt at the end of each session reflected necessarily in us, 

facilitators, and makes us believe more and more in the potential of the 

autobiographical writing. 

Therefore, after the end of the project, and with all the benefits that I 

could assist, I have no doubts that I will keep implementing this methodology 

in my professional practice with victims of domestic violence - and public in 

general. 

 

§ 

 

Isabel Lemos  

NAV Aveiro 

 

Dealing daily with victims of Domestic Violence/Gender Violence, makes 

us look to our own, our interpersonal relationships, to our core significant 

people and (re)think us as people, as professionals, as human beings! 

Daily we witness an "intimate terror," the lives and shattered people, 

shattered by the crossroads of life ... Immersed in suffering, pain, anguish, 

panic, fear ... But at the same time we see women, children, full of claw 

elderly, of fight, resilience, with an uncanny ability to seek to overcome the 

worst atrocities and cruelties... 

Help them to return to smile, to believe in themselves, it is a challenge 

that fascinates me, captivates me, which makes me be more womanly, better 

professional, because it makes me grow daily, wondering, in a cycle that is 

not closed. .. 

The autobiographical method enhances a constant discovery of 

ourselves... 

I considered interesting share my own reflections one of the exercises of 

one of the group sessions: "The script of the future." 

It was requested that carried out a script of their future film (the 

beneficiaries would play the role of the film director). How I would feel in the 

future? What I want to meet / achieve in my future? What are my dreams for 

the future? How do I see myself? (we asked them to write the script and being 

able to customize it the way they wish). 
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This was a challenge that we launched them and that went very well. 

We started to have the habit, during the sessions, both my colleague and 

I felt the need to perform the tasks that we ask to the women ... It is a time, 

too, to take care of ourselves as individuals, as women, to preventing burnout 

and be also best professionals ... we had not, a priori, thought of that but it 

came in a natural way and has been very interesting ... and we notice that 

the beneficiaries felt on an equal footing. We have not made "our sharing", 

because the priority is the people we work with and we felt that we should 

not do it, although the beneficiaries knew that we did the exercises. 

But here I'll share ... 

I have discovered me as a person, whereas in thinking about myself, I 

am better able to take care of those with daily work, dedicating myself more, 

having more and new ideas to achieve and this is also reflected in 

brainstorming times in the team. This method helps us to look inside 

ourselves and to free ourselves ... Taking us to look at others with immense 

potential, helping them to (re)discover and feel, savoring the best they have 

in themselves.... it creates awareness, creates self-reflection, creates hope, joy 

of living and of being... 

If I were asked to write the script of my future, no doubt, that this would 

be a great challenge, that would fill my look with brightness and light ... We 

suggested activities that were feasible for ourselves. And this is a challenge 

that sharpens the appetite... 

In the future I would like to continue to have this energy, dreams and 

personal and professional projects, continue to take care of my own, see them 

smile and to reach their goals, supporting them in falls, being happy with his 

achievements, always by their side ... Living, savouring with them every 

breath of wind, the sun shining, the stepping puddles of water of life ... and 

be also an attentive professional, even more available, helping each person to 

enjoy more and believe in itself and to accomplish itself in all levels ... 

Helping that this shattered lives can somehow be "recovered" and that people 

are truly themselves ... and happy! There is so much to say for the future ... 

Leaving age making me a person even more "tastier", enriched, alive, joyful, 

dynamic, more and more electric to live ... and enjoy every bit of life and shine 

together with all those who I love unconditionally, continuing to give the best 

of me, being a little ray of light to help illuminate their lives... 

I believe that, even if life brings us moments in which sometimes salty 

pearls in the eyes of the lap are revealed, I will continue to always have a 

smile for those who I love to those I care for in and out of my home... 

Returning to the beneficiaries.... 

Was nice to look to the scripts of their lives and see how each one 

customized it! And how much they committed themselves in this challenge ... 

The beneficiaries were truly committed with the task and I denoted that it 

gave them immense satisfaction and they wrote fully delicious aspects that 

filled their eyes with brightness ... so interesting indeed! And we "just gave a 

little push" because they were the directors of their own history, their 

dreams, the projects they want for their future, what makes them smile in 
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the present, wondering about tomorrow ... This exercise helped to promote, 

without doubt, the self-esteem of all participants ... At the end each one wrote 

a word about what they experienced. The words were: "Satisfaction", "Hope" 

and "Peace". 

 

A difficulty felt... 

One of the beneficiaries of one of the groups referred several times that 

she did not like to write, although we notice that it did well to her and that 

she revealed that she felt relieved. But she always rather talk instead of 

writing.... We had to adapt some exercises, such as the self-image exercise in 

which we requested them to draw a picture of themselves, to put words that 

describe them and then to writte a reflection. The same with the script 

exercice (this beneficiary loved it). Thus she became more motivated, but we 

believe that if it was an exercise in writing only, she would lost a little 

interest for it. With these adjustments, we feel that she liked it more. In some 

cases we alternated with some group dynamics and we tried that the written 

exercises would not have a character too "heavy" or too painful ... and that 

the exercises was something really pleasant for them. 

 

The autobiography in daily work... 

It has been very interesting to include this methodology in my clinical 

practice ... I always liked to write, early on, writing when he saw a beautiful 

landscape, when I thought about someone special or just about life or 

moments of it ... I wrote for those I loved ... 

In counseling sessions with the beneficiaries this was reflected and since 

I knew about and was trained in the autobiographical methodology I feel that 

my counseling sessions are much richer, I denote that it fully empowers 

someone who until then did not look at her/himself as a being with skills ... I 

feel that people learn to rediscover themselves, to like their best, to 

reinterpret experiences and to give them a sense, to learn to express 

themselves and to get to know them and creating this awareness, promotes 

that some details unnoticed until then, may now be the focus of attention ... 

This allows to give a coherent meaning to life and to create a feeling in the 

person of being author of his/her own way ... for some victims, the 

autobiographical writing is even an anchor of his/her life .... For this catharsis 

and reflection allows to keep them healthy. I have a beneficiary who writing 

about events in her life always accompanied her and that's what kept her 

alive! To analyze the book of her life do her better understand the past, live 

the present and build the future... 

 

Thank you all! 

And I reflect looking into me, feeling that by embracing this challenge I 

grew up, and I still want to grow, discovering and rediscovering, loving more 

intensely those around me, causing me to strive to be better at what I do, 

helping more with whom I speak and read ... 
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Thank you all for helping me to keep so much in my luggage! For the 

many experiences, learning, sharing, discoveries and rediscoveries... 

 

§ 

 

 

Carla Baptista 

Counselling Center of Portalegre 

NAVVD Portalegre 

 

The Autobiographical Methodology became an important tool in support 

for survivors of domestic violence, allowing diversify and complement the 

already existent intervention strategies. 

This methodology proved to be an asset in the individual supporting 

process, although this was already somehow used as a professional practice, 

as well as in group work with the survivors. There are clear all the benefits of 

using this methodology in group intervention, having the possibility to 

sharing of life experiences in the first person, allowing greater identification 

among the beneficiaries. The group intervention also allowed to show that it 

is possible to "go back to trust", thus strengthening and widening the 

established interpersonal relationships and promote interaction and mutual 

aid, enabling the possibility to find, all together, answers and alternatives to 

some of their problems. 

This methodological approach allowed the survivors to focus on further 

themes and subjects, sometimes unknown to themselves, moving away from 

the daily experiences of violence and less positive memories that persist in 

not rest. Thus, it was promoted their self-esteem, self-concept and self-worth, 

enabling them to greater power over their decisions and their life. Ultimately, 

it has fostered a love for writing as a way to express their feelings, giving new 

meaning to past events, moving away from the negative experiences, 

fostering a greater willingness to new experiences, keeping them more 

attentive to the surrounding reality. This whole educational process can only 

lead to positive and meaningful results if the survivors of domestic violence 

are emotionally stable and have achieved the necessary distance from their 

victimization experience, and so there is a greater willingness to writing. 

In addition to all the benefits that the Autobiographical Methodology 

had in my professional activity, I could never help to reflect on how this 

experience had an impact on my personal life, so l advise everyone to go 

through this learning process. 

 

 

 

 

§ 
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Susana Silva 

Counselling Center of Castelo Branco 

 

"Writing Beyond the Silence" was privilege, innovation, (re)discovery. 

We treaded paths, work and success as a team. We were, above all, unity, 

sharing and complicity. Writing, for us came, unexpectedly, like a rebirth of 

memories and emotions. For the domestic violence victims, a look (in 

themselves) beyond the silence. Thus, we thank you. Tomorrow, I believe, we 

will be more. 

 

 

§ 

 

Teresa Fernandes 

Counselling Center of Bragança 

 

When I was asked to write this short text about my experience in the 

implementation of the autobiographical methodology, I was immediately 

invaded by a mix of emotions and thoughts that reflect my journey in this 

challenge, which were the learning and the use of a new tool, so innovative 

and singular, in the intervention with victims of domestic violence with the 

aim of help them to reflect and resignify situations of violence experienced, 

facilitating a process of transformation and personal empowerment that can 

help prevent a new victimization experience. 

This experience began in Anghiari, Italy, with the phase of residential 

training where the doubts and insecurities regarding the methodology itself, 

educational and non therapeutical, struck me so that I could not imagine its 

application in my practice and professional settings, as a psychologist 

working with domestic violence victims in a Counselling Center.  

Afterwards, in Portugal, we have the Learning-on-the-Job Phase, whose 

aim was to test the methodology in a real context, and in the case of the 

Counselling Center of Bragança, it was not possible given the volume of work 

with new processes of domestic violence as well as ongoing awareness-raising 

activities contained in the plan, including the International Day of Older 

Persons and the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against 

Women. 

Although it had not been implemented, the educational guidelines from 

CooLabora and from Libera Università dell'Autobiografia continued to let me 

insecure and anxious concerning to the inclusion criteria of the beneficiaries 

in the autobiographical laboratories, to the adequacy of individual and group 

intervention for each of them, to the construction of a thematic script to be 

addressed, which objectives were to be achieved, to develop what skills and 

what devices to present. 

Faced with so many anxieties, my strategy was read and reread all the 

learning done in the previous phase, share experiences with colleagues from 

other Counselling Centers involved, handle all devices and reflect on all this 
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stuff coming to the conclusion that my biggest fear is tied with the role of the 

facilitator of laboratories (educational and non-therapeutic, different from 

most of my activities and functions) and how to approach the beneficiaries to 

participate in a group and a methodology so different from those we had 

already done in the Counselling Center. 

This insight, as well as the rationalization of all thoughts, accompanied 

by a positive adaptation process allowed me to implement the methodology 

with a huge success based on the positive feedback from beneficiaries, since 

the narrative and autobiographical writing activities provided self-reflection 

opportunities facilitating a shared changing process and empowerment, 

based on the intervention in processes such as self-esteem and self-concept, 

identification and identity, social network support, life events, memory and 

thinking. 

Thus, the most significant result of this project has to do with the most 

positive attitude of the beneficiaries in relation to themselves (self-esteem) 

and their importance (self-concept) and the use of a tool (autobiographical 

methodology) to be able to think about them, about their experiences of life in 

any context. 

And so, we have to highlight the positive aspects of the autobiographical 

methodology that contributed to this success: 

 

1) the timing for the implementation of the methodology (victims who 

are not still in the process of support but in the empowerment 

phase); 

2) skills/capabilities that the methodology allows to work with their 

devices towards a fundamental empowerment for achieving the 

independence process; 

3) the internal locus of control developed throughout the 

autobiographical sessions and that allows to give back the 

perception of power and self-control over their lives; 

4) in future expectations worked to shift the focus of attention of a past 

abusive relationship for an autonomous future away of violence; 

5) the autobiographical methodology completes the intervention work 

carried out by the Counselling Centers. 

 

In addition to the results achieved and the positive feedback of the 

beneficiaries, the autobiographical methodology exceeded my expectations 

because my initial difficulties in conceptualizing an autobiographical 

intervention out of the process of therapeutic support even to identify the 

beneficiaries of the project were overcome. And throughout the 

autobiographical laboratories it had became clear to me the timing, the 

requirements and the objectives of the methodology. 

 

 

 

 


