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 Critically evaluate how a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explain how people construct and negotiate identity.



To begin with, the narrative approach can be classified as ‘Social Constructionist’ due to its ability to examine the cultural experiences encountered by each individual. It was first introduced within Theodor Sarbin’s influential book (1986). The idea of narrative psychology being used within the psychological field of one’s own identity is relatively new in terms of other approaches. It evolved in the late 20th century which has been used for just over two decades. The importance of narrative psychology being used as a negotiation tool is due to the idea of individuals needing to know more than just their own “traits” and more the idea of having to know their own “identity” which only occurs through the life stories individuals encounter (McAdams, 1995).  

The American Psychology Association (2003) explains narrative psychology as a way of being able to explain the structure, content and function of human life through stories that we tell one another of the engagement of social interaction. It is the idea that we live in a world where human behaviour is considered as a storied world, where humans will interpretive the actions of other humans and one self through the stories that humans exchange between each other. Narratives can be considered as a flexible model within identity which its ideology is to link to unknown to the known by referring to a set of established rules. It is known that narratives operate in a form of mediation between an individual and the culture which correlates to how individuals construct themselves as part of the world.  The process of narrative construction is made up of intimacy, well - being, and ego development along with personality traits and general life development (King and Hicks, 2006). 

It began with William Wundt (1879) who held the status of the Father of psychology due to his opening of the institute for Experimental psychology in Germany. This opening had been the first dedicated labs for psychology and open the ability to understand psychology in a modern format. Wundt (1879) focused on the study of the human mind and believed the idea that consciousness could be reduced to basic elements without having to lose any properties from the whole. Which in the case of narrative psychology can be explained by the way in which humans tell a story of their experiences in a way that they understand and believe others will understand. 

The idea of narrative construction of reality can be furthered by Bruner (1980), he argued that there are two forms of human thinking: the paradigmatic and the narrative. Where he stated that the paradigmatic is the process of “Classifying and categorising” e.g. natural sciences. The use of paradigmatic forms of thinking should be acknowledged as a formal system of description and explanation. Whereas, the use of the narrative way of knowing would be the idea of making sense of the world by “Connecting events over time through stories” an example of this would be: adult lives of ex – miners. This form of thinking is described as the dominant process of thinking within ‘folk psychology’. This can be reinforced by the understanding individuals have of humans using their own narratives to draw upon the accounts of other individuals, where humans also position themselves as well as other individuals within narratives. This is also reflected by the way humans will then also be positioned by others in their narratives. The idea can be continued through the understanding and communication humans organise in accordance with narrative plots e.g. the actions of another person, development of a social group and history of a culture. 
These ideas all form an account of the use of the narrative approach and how it entails many different methods of analysis based on source material. It should be highlighted that a large amount of what is considered qualitative research is grounded in the collection of individual narratives e.g. autobiography’s, interviews and written literature. The idea that social scientists use the collection of individual narratives need to focus on the cultural context in which these narratives are told – as it will influence the outcome. The methodological advances presented throughout different literatures show the wide range of techniques used. Based on the traditional psychosocial methods (focus groups, investigations etc).  The Norwegian Psychologist Steinar Kvale says: “If you want to know how people understand their world and their life, why not talk with them?” (Kvale 1996). Which is why the use of interviews, focus groups etc because it’s a good form of data collection as it allows researchers to get inside the narratives of individuals. 

A particular source of narrative interpretation would be interviews and how humans use the communication of another individual to construct their response. Mishler (1986) demonstrates how the interpretation which can also be regarded as a storyteller, makes sense of respondents answer to questions given by an interviewer. The responses are more than just an answer to the question, it can be regarded as a self-narrative within the way the individual responds. 

The accountability of narrative approaches is being used to construct identity can be explained within the article ‘Narrative and the cultural psychology of identity. Personality and Social Psychology Review’ by Hammack, P. L. (2008). Where the idea of content identity acts within quality then a cognition of an individual’s self is in relation to the discourse, which then is in the development of a person’s narrative that the cognition of one’s self is meaningful to an individual as well as then feeling a sense of belonging to a group. The ideological mechanism of human development is explained through the construction of personal narratives across an individual’s life course due to the ability to provide meaning and integration to the individual (Cohler 1982).  

The idea of wanting to be accepted and be a part of a particular group can be seen in the studies conducted by “Inattentive Listening Undermines Self Verification in Personal Storytelling” Pasupathi and Rich (2005), where the focus is on two studies that explore the narrative construction of self-perception. The aim of the studies was to examine how the behaviour of the listener can encourage or undermine the attempts of the individual to self -verify within their personal storytelling. Two studies took place where the first study focused on disagreeing and unresponsive listening in comparison to the second study that had supportive listening. The speakers told their friends who were either distracted, attentive or disagreeable about recent experiences. The ‘distracted’ but not disagreeable friends, would undermine the individuals attempt to self-verify themselves, which meant that this group of friends would not get the actual representation of the individual. The results of the studies reinforced the previous empirical evidence by Cohler (1982) that friends and close relatives have an inflictive role of individuals self-perception of themselves due to the perspective of individuals longing to be accepted and understood by a group. It was also found that the response from friends either; agreeable or disagreeable, will have an influence on the support for the self-verification process. For example, the group of friends who had attentive listening would inflict a sense of encouragement on the individual when self -verification is in process.

Furthermore, this ideology can be explained deeper through the Self – verification theory (Swann 1987) where the argument of individuals actively constructing their social worlds to seek support for their beliefs about themselves in relation to their levels of self-esteem and confidence, which then enhances their perception of the world becomes predictable and controllable. For example; this can be acknowledged within interviews, where the listener is able to predict the outcome of an answer based upon a question asked and almost make the answer suited to the question. Barclay and Subramaniam (1987), stated how individuals are able to recall self-consistent experiences without any given cues, whereas when cues are given for a recall, individuals tend to recall events but not within their self-views; which causes conflict within the self as the preference of an individual is to tell their story in the most preferable way.  

 In addition to this idea, autobiographical remembering is another aspect of narrative psychology. Which is argued to fulfill different functions as well as related to the reflection of one’s self and their identity (Cohen 1998). It is found that individuals who are achievement orientated will pursue their narratives with themes of achievement throughout, whereas those individuals who have more interpersonal traits are appointed to tell their narratives reflecting interpersonal themes (McAdams et al, 1996).  Which continues the idea that the existing self-perception of one’s self is then continued further within the narratives content that is explained. More so, individuals are more willing to confirm the desired and already existing self-perception throughout an autobiographical remembering. 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the use of verbal association emerged which aimed to minimise the amount of interpretation completed by the researcher. The way in which this had been designed would be to introduce constraints in the process of research collection, which would only allow those being interviewed to only provide a certain type of answer (e.g. only particular verbs or definitions). An example of this can be seen by Guimelli (1993) who used the ‘Basic Cognitive Schema’ technique, where the participants were asked to give a certain answer. Then, the use of the Associative Network Method (De Rosa and Kirchler 2001), would ask the participants to evaluate their associative production with guidance from criteria provided by the researcher.  The advances can be further seen within the techniques used for questionnaires. Those who design the questionnaires will inhibit any questions that ask participants to describe the studied objects in a standardised way. The idea that questionnaires would usually ask participants their own opinion on an object, but now the manner is in more of a regard to highlight the way in which this object is now described. These changes have allowed for questions to be more focused, eliminating the chances of an individual using their personal narrative to create an ideal answer.

Furthermore, the in- depth nature of the use of interviews as a form of understanding an individual’s personal narrative can be seen within “'Tell me your story': using narratives from interviews to understand indigenous knowledge” by Lillejord and Soreide (2003). Where it is stated that a basic characteristic of qualitative interview is the structure and purpose of it. The actual purpose of the interview is what creates an ethical challenge for the researcher. Due to the basic factor that the researcher is using a basic everyday activity to collect data for an external purpose. Due to the nature of an interview being solely based on the researcher entering the life of the participant, all ethical guidelines should be met not to leave the participant feeling exploited due to the idea of an interview would be classified as inviting an individual to tell their story. Therefore, mutual confidence is present and should be respected. 

Within personality and social psychology, narratives are recognized as the ideology of understanding socially situated individuals (Bruner, 1990). This conception of identity can be furthered as narratives provides an understanding of an individual’s self in the postmodern world. However, the heavy pressure which has been put on the use of narratives being used to understand the identity of one’s self can be portrayed with the theory of an ‘empty self’ (Cushman, 1990). Where Cushman argues how individuals should have an ‘empty self’ which will be wanting to be ‘filled up’ throughout the discourse of life through different notions, such as: economic and political as well as psychological interests. Whereas, in the more modern world these interests would be based more on; consumer products, celebrities etc. This idea presented by Cushman (1990) can be argued that within todays modern world the ‘empty self’ theory has given an explanation towards how individuals may use these interests for a comparison against their own life and what they have, therefore in the context of research collection (Interviews, questionnaires etc) an individual may use this opportunity to create a false reflection of themselves when using personal narratives to answer questions. For instance, comparing their life to those on social media can cause an influence on an individual’s identity of lacking certain traits etc. This can then influence the reason why individuals suffer from depression due the sense of belonging not occurring within their life due to the hierarchy of power consumed around them. 


The theory of ‘Scaffolding’ occurred, which refers to the “steps taken to reduce the degrees of freedom in carrying out some task so that the child can concentrate on the difficult skill she is in the process of acquiring” (Bruner, 1978).  This conception is furthered by Thorn (2000) where the role of peers allows for a formatted platform of dialogue and parent – adolescent relationships to have an impact on adolescent’s ability to understand who they really are to their own self and those around them. These ideas can be reinforced further by “Inattentive Listening Undermines Self Verification in Personal Storytelling” Pasupathi and Rich (2005) who’s studies showed the importance of peers and family members have on the way in which individuals express themselves within their own narratives. 


In conclusion, there is a qualitative turn in the social sciences human’s encounter. When it comes to the idea of personal narratives, the idea of simplifying them is not sufficient. The overall use of narratives should be analysed as a social phenomenon, not a personal experience as such. As the use of the narrative approach has changed the way in which researchers use their techniques to collect data. The now large diversity of methods available allows researchers to tackle many different questions in different contexts. However, it should be continuously acknowledged that personal narratives are influenced greatly by the closest people to individuals. Whether that’s peers or family members, all throughout an individuals life – the way in which they explain themselves in influenced by people who show interest. In- regards- to data collection, the way in which questions are asked has an effect on the way answers are going to be constructed. Whether that is within interviews or questionnaires, individuals will always attempt to answer questions best suited to the aim of the interviewers. Overall, the use of personal narratives is used constantly to explain the way humans see each other or whether it’s the way humans wish to be perceived. 
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