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attempt. With their perception clouded by past experience they lack the clarity to see when 
things are actually going quite well for them.

This condition of learned helplessness is something that I see from time to time in workshops that I 
give for people at work. Highly stressed people can become so battered by their experience that they 
become almost deaf and blind to any support that is offered to them and seem to be almost afraid to 
believe that change is possible. Indeed, many of us feel this way from time to time. Maybe we’re going 
through a particularly stressful time at work or are looking after someone who has been ill for a while. 
It is easy to lose sight of the fact that things won’t necessarily stay the same for ever.

The best way to approach this feeling of being battered and slightly helpless is to spend time 
identifying what is working well and use that as a starting point for building our courage. If 
we can do that it becomes easier to identify the particular stressors that are causing us the most 
worry. It is important to pick out individual threads from the general sense of helplessness and 
then work out what to do about each one. For example, things might be tough at work but 
perhaps the shared worry has brought you closer to a work colleague and the strengthened 
relationship provides support. Maybe you realise you have isolated yourself too much and 
need to work on building closer relationships. This gives you an attainable goal in a challeng-
ing situation and helps you feel a sense of control. Be prepared for it to be a slow process, but 
the good news is that as soon as you make even a small start, things begin to feel different.

Psychological factors Note where you experience 
this 

What can you do about it 

•	 predictability

•	 control

•	 learned helplessness
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