1. Introduction
Lived experience has become increasingly prominent within qualitative research, public policy and professional practice. A Scopus search undertaken for this article identified a substantial increase in publications using the term, from 15 in 1990 to 5,954 in 2023 and [verified figure] in 2025.¹ These figures demonstrate the increasing use of the language of lived experience across academic research.
This development is also visible in policy fields concerned with inequality and exclusion. In Wales, where the Lived Experience Research Method (LERM) was developed, lived-experience knowledge has informed work concerning race equality and anti-racist practice (Welsh Government, 2022), social-services performance (Welsh Government, 2021), poverty and social exclusion (Roberts, 2022), and homelessness (Welsh Government, 2023). Greater interest in lived-experience knowledge brings methodological questions about how such knowledge is generated, interpreted and re-presented.
The term lived experience remains conceptually ambiguous and methodologically under-specified in research (McIntosh and Wright, 2019; Parsell et al., 2024). McIntosh and Wright (2019) identify tensions surrounding the presumed authenticity of first-hand accounts, the risk of essentialising people through claims about shared experience, and the movement between unique personal experiences and what they describe as the “shared typical.” Ajjawi et al. (2024) distinguish lived experience from perspectives, opinions and beliefs, arguing that experience as lived differs from a person’s subsequent reflections upon it. From a narrative perspective, researchers do not gain direct access to an original or unmediated experience through an interview. What they encounter is a narrated and interpreted account, produced in particular relational, social and cultural circumstances and subsequently interpreted through the research process. Lived experience cannot therefore be treated as a self-evident object that researchers simply collect.
Inviting people to recount their lived experiences does not in itself determine whose knowledge will be recognised, how their accounts will be attended to, or how those accounts will subsequently be translated into research and institutional evidence. Qualitative interviewing is sometimes treated as a routine technique rather than as an epistemologically consequential part of the research process (Brinkmann, 2013). Yet the questions asked, the researcher’s conceptual assumptions and responses, the developing researcher–participant relationship, and the wider circumstances of the encounter all shape what can be narrated, heard and understood (Mishler, 1986; Brinkmann, 2013).
Narrative inquiry provides one way of addressing this problem because it understands experience narratively and attends to the temporal, social and situated conditions through which stories acquire meaning (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Pino Gavidia and Adu, 2022). Narratives connect events across time, position people in relation to their social worlds, including families, communities and institutions, and draw upon culturally available ways of explaining a life. Narrative accounts can therefore provide ways of attending to how wider social and institutional conditions are experienced within everyday life.
These issues have particular significance when research involves people whose knowledge has historically been marginalised. Inviting people to speak does not determine whose knowledge will be recognised, how their accounts will be heard or how those accounts will be translated into academic and institutional evidence (McIntosh and Wright, 2019). Researchers retain considerable influence through the questions they ask, the relationships they establish, the interpretive frameworks they bring and the decisions they make about analysis and re-presentation.
This influence begins before the interview. Researchers enter an inquiry with personal relationships to the topic, theoretical commitments, institutional responsibilities and assumptions about relevant knowledge. During interviews, the questions asked, the researcher’s responses, the developing relationship and the circumstances of the encounter influence what is narrated and how it is understood (Mishler, 1986; Gubrium and Holstein, 1997). Analysis introduces further interpretive decisions about which parts of an account are selected, connected and given significance. Coding and thematic approaches may identify important patterns across accounts but can separate events from the temporal, relational and social conditions through which they acquire meaning when used without attention to narrative form and context (Mishler, 1986; Riessman, 2008).
LERM was developed in response to these connected methodological concerns through a doctoral study of men’s lived experiences of fatherhood in areas of disadvantage in South Wales, UK (AUTHOR, 2021). The study did not initially set out to formulate a new method. LERM developed through attempts to establish greater coherence between the study’s understanding of relational experience and the practices used to invite, attend to, interpret and re-present participants’ narratives. This required attention to the assumptions about people, experience, relationships and knowledge that informed decisions across the research process.
This article introduces LERM as a relational approach to researching lived experience through narrative interviewing, interpretation and re-presentation. It first establishes the philosophical and methodological positioning of LERM, tracing its development through methodological practice before locating the approach within narrative inquiry, relational ontology and an interpretive understanding of narrative knowledge. It then presents five connected components through which these commitments are enacted: preparing relationally and reflexively; relational narrative interviewing; attending to the whole narrative; relational narrative analysis; and ethical re-presentation.
The components are interconnected and recursive rather than fixed stages. Temporality, sociality and place provide dimensions through which experience is attended to across the inquiry, while reflexivity, relational ethics, the relational in-between and re-presentation extend across its different components. LERM provides an adaptable methodological framework whose enactment will vary according to research context, relationships and what participation makes possible. Researchers should therefore make visible how the approach was used and adapted and how methodological decisions remained consistent with its relational, narrative and ethical commitments.

Philosophical and methodological positioning of LERM

Developing LERM through methodological practice
LERM was developed through methodological challenges encountered during the author’s doctoral research in Wales, UK (AUTHOR, 2021). The original study used semi-structured interviews informed by existing psychological concepts. Although these concepts provided an initial framework, predetermined questions produced accounts that appeared comparatively fragmented and superficial. The interview structure directed attention towards topics already identified by the researcher, potentially obscuring relationships and connections participants made within their own narratives. Existing concepts had begun to operate as frames determining what could be recognised as relevant experience.
Interviewing consequently risked becoming a process of ‘mining’ participants’ accounts for material corresponding with established concepts rather than undertaking a journey through which meaning developed during the research encounter (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p. XX). The difficulty did not reside in semi-structured interviewing itself. It arose from the relationship between the study’s aims and its methodological practice: an inquiry intended to explore lived experience was being organised through categories established before participants’ narratives had been heard.
The study subsequently moved towards narrative inquiry and participant-led interviewing, drawing on the Biographical Narrative Interview Method (BNIM) (Wengraf, 2001, 2004). Beginning with a broad narrative invitation created greater space for participants to determine which experiences and relationships were significant and how these were connected across their lives. BNIM, however, involved detailed interviewing and interpretive procedures that were not always necessary or readily transferable to researchers seeking an accessible but philosophically coherent approach to lived-experience research. 
LERM developed through the methodological adaptations that followed and their subsequent refinement through further engagement with narrative inquiry, relational theory and lived-experience scholarship. It does not reproduce BNIM or prescribe a fixed analytical procedure. Instead, it draws selectively on narrative approaches while making explicit the relational commitments required to attend to lived experience across the research process. 
Narrative inquiry and the nature of experience
LERM is situated within narrative inquiry, which provides both a way of understanding experience and a methodology for studying it (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990; Caine et al., 2022). Narrative inquiry does not treat stories simply as containers through which people report experiences existing independently of their telling. It begins from an understanding that people live, organise and interpret experience narratively. Narrative inquiry is therefore ‘first and foremost a way of thinking about experience’ (Connelly and Clandinin, 2006, p. 375). 
Narrative is significant both as the phenomenon being explored and in how the inquiry proceeds. Storied experience forms the focus of the inquiry, while experience is invited, interpreted and re-presented narratively. The researcher is therefore doing more than collecting stories before applying an unrelated method of analysis. How experience is conceptualised influences the design of the research, the form of the interview and the subsequent interpretation and re-presentation of participants’ accounts.
This position is influenced by Dewey’s philosophy of experience (1938), particularly the principles of continuity and interaction. Continuity recognises that experiences do not occur as isolated episodes and that each develops from what has preceded it and contributes to what may subsequently become possible. Interaction draws attention to the relationship between people and the social and material conditions in which experience occurs. Experience is therefore understood through relationships between personal, social and material conditions (Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007; Clandinin, 2019) and the social, cultural, political and historical contexts through which lives are shaped (Caine et al., 2022). Therefore, LERM influenced by the work of Clandinin and Connelly (2000) understands experience through the interconnected dimensions of temporality, sociality and place, commonly described as a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Temporality directs attention towards how experiences and their meanings are connected across past, present and anticipated futures. Sociality encompasses personal conditions, including feelings, hopes and dispositions, alongside relationships and wider social circumstances. Place recognises that experiences occur within particular physical and material locations and that changes in place may alter how experiences are lived and understood. 
LERM does not treat lived experience and narrative as synonymous. Experience extends beyond what can be communicated within a research encounter, while an interview account is a situated re-telling of experience shaped by memory, language, relationships and the circumstances in which it is told. Narrative inquiry therefore provides LERM with a way of attending to how experience is communicated and connected, rather than treating the resulting account as the experience itself.
People are consequently understood as living ‘in the midst’ of stories that are already unfolding and continue to change across time, relationships, places and circumstances (Clandinin, 2006, p. 47; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Blix, 2024). It is a situated account constructed at a particular moment within an ongoing life. The past is interpreted from the perspective of the present, while hopes and fears concerning the future may influence how earlier events are selected, connected and understood. 
For LERM, the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space provides an orientation that continues across the research process. Interviews need sufficient openness for participants to make connections across time, relationships and places; interpretation needs to attend to these connections; and re-presentation needs to consider what may be altered when experiences are removed from the wider narratives through which they acquire meaning.
[FIGURE X: Three-dimensional narrative inquiry space — temporality, sociality and place]
This narrative understanding of experience provides one foundation for LERM. The second concerns the relational processes through which meanings, identities and knowledge are produced.

Relational ontology and the co-construction of knowledge
LERM combines its narrative understanding of experience with Gergen’s (2009, 2011) relational ontology. Gergen challenges the assumption that meaning, identity and agency reside within bounded, self-sufficient individuals. Meaning develops through relationships, language and participation in social worlds. As Gergen (2009, p. 5) argues, meaning exists ‘not within persons but within their relationships’.
Central to this position is Gergen’s critique of the individualised self. Gergen (2011) questions the vocabulary through which thoughts, emotions, motivations and actions are explained as internal mechanisms belonging to a self-contained person. Gergen (2009) describes this as the assumption of the ‘bounded being’, in which the individual is understood separately from the relationships and social processes through which a life develops.
Relational thinking directs attention towards connections. A person’s actions, decisions and life course are seen as part of the relationships developing throughout their life (Gergen, 2009, 2011). Gergen (2009, p. 136) uses co-action to describe how people participate in relational patterns developed with others. People draw upon the actions of others within their relationships, and their own actions contribute to what becomes possible within those relationships. Experiences, actions and responses may therefore be entwined across a life and difficult to separate analytically. This became important in the development of LERM because dividing lived experience into discrete categories of individual action, agency, influence or outcome risked losing the relational connections between them. People also participate in different identities within different relationships. Gergen (2009) describes people as ‘multi-beings’ who carry traces of multiple relationships and participate in different ways of being across social contexts. Identities are continually formed and re-formed through relationships with other people, institutions, cultural narratives and material circumstances.

This relational understanding has direct implications for lived-experience research. Experiences remain connected to the relationships and social conditions through which they have been lived (Mishler, 1986). LERM attends to the relational in-between connecting participants with people in their narratives, the researcher, institutions and culturally available ways of understanding experience (Caine et al., 2013). Relationships within a narrative form part of what the researcher seeks to understand.
The research relationship also forms part of this relational field. What becomes tellable during an interview is influenced by the questions asked, the researcher’s responses and assumptions, the developing relationship and the purposes and circumstances of the encounter. The researcher participates in knowledge production through listening, responding and deciding what to pursue, and later through selecting, connecting, interpreting and re-presenting parts of the narrative. Knowledge is co-constructed through the research relationship, with the researcher retaining particular responsibilities for its interpretation and re-presentation.
Interpretation, narrative and knowledge
LERM adopts an interpretive epistemological position alongside this relational ontology. Events occur and material and structural conditions have real consequences. Access to another person’s experience is mediated through memory, language, relationships, culturally available narratives and the circumstances in which an account is told. Narratives are therefore selective and situated accounts rather than transparent records of experience (Lieblich et al., 1998). Narratives are consequently selective and situated accounts (Lieblich et al., 1998). Participants may narrate contradictions, omit aspects of their experiences or construct meanings shaped by conflicts and anxieties (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). An account that is factually questionable may nevertheless communicate something significant about how a person understands an event or wishes to position themselves in relation to it. Even ‘wrong’ statements may be psychologically ‘true’ to the person (Portelli, 2006, p. 37). Participants may narrate events in ways that sustain preferred identities, manage guilt or shame, or respond to cultural expectations associated with particular identities or social roles. Such accounts may operate as protective ‘cover stories’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 1995) or show emboldenment (AUTHOR, 2021); wjhy for example they may say theya re a great parent, or a laid back person. Challenging such emboldenment by questioning, using audit trails, and generally deconstructing the narratives for ‘truth,’ or more pertinently ‘lies,’ may challenge the participants' ontological security (Elliot, 2005) and raises the question as to what ethical right does a researcher has to do so (Bennett, 2013). It is worth remembering that narrative inquiry, and therefore LERM is primarily concerned with the way in which the participants of this study make meaning through the stories of their experiences.  
LERM approaches apparent inconsistencies with curiosity. Material and factual questions remain relevant, particularly where events and their consequences matter to the research. Researchers also consider what a particular version of an event may communicate, why it is being narrated at this point in the participant’s life, which relationships or sociocultural expectations are present within the account and why this version may be told to this researcher within this relationship. Factual, narrative and relational questions should not be collapsed into a single judgement about whether a participant is telling the truth.
Ethical re-presentation across the inquiry
Narrative research can carry a romantic assumption that attentive listening provides access to a participant’s authentic voice or an underlying reality (Gubrium and Holstein, 2012). Narratives are accounts produced through particular tellings and relationships, described by Silverman (1997, p. 126) as ‘reports or representations (literally, re-presentations) of reality’. Each re-presentation involves some reproduction, expansion or transformation of an earlier presentation (Nöth, 2003). These processes occur as experience is narrated, heard, transcribed, interpreted, composed and subsequently read (Riessman, 1993).
LERM uses the hyphenated term re-presentation to emphasise this activity. The term representation can imply that research provides a stable reflection of a pre-existing reality (Biesta and Osberg, 2007). The hyphen draws attention to the actions through which an account is presented again in another form and for another audience. Researchers cannot access another person’s experience directly or re-present it without interpretation (Peller, 1987). Participants, researchers and readers each enter this process from particular relational, social and temporal positions. Re-presentation extends across the inquiry. It begins with the categories and language through which experience is invited and continues through interviewing, transcription, analysis, reporting and reading. Subsequent audiences may interpret or use the research in ways that exceed the researcher’s intentions or control. LERM asks researchers to make these transformations visible and to consider whether decisions made at each point remain consistent with its narrative, relational and ethical commitments. These ideas shift the methodological question from how researchers can most accurately access and record an individual’s lived experience towards how they create conditions in which experience can be narrated, explored and interpreted without separation from the relationships, histories and social worlds through which it has developed. These philosophical commitments must shape what researchers do throughout the research process. The following section presents the five interconnected components through which LERM puts them into practice.
The five components of LERM
LERM is organised around five connected components: preparing relationally and reflexively; relational narrative interviewing; attending to the whole narrative; relational narrative analysis; and ethical re-presentation. These provide a practical framework through which the narrative and relational commitments outlined above can be enacted. They are presented in a broadly chronological order for clarity, but they should not be understood as fixed or discrete stages. Reflexivity and re-presentation continue throughout the research process; temporality, sociality and place provide dimensions through which experience is attended to across the inquiry; and attention to the relational in-between extends to relationships within participants’ narratives as well as those formed through the research itself. 
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Preparing relationally and reflexively
Relational and reflexive preparation begins before an interview and continues throughout the inquiry. The purpose and framing of a study, the language through which people are approached, the expectations established through consent and the anticipated use of their accounts all contribute to the conditions under which narratives are produced. LERM treats preparation as part of the relational, interpretive and ethical work of research. Although introduced here, reflexivity continues across all five components of LERM. Preparation involves questioning the categories through which participants are approached, locating the researcher in relation to the research puzzle and establishing consent as a continuing relational process.
Questioning the categories through which participants are approached
Research may begin by identifying people who share experiences or social circumstances, while also participating in defining who becomes knowable as a particular kind of research subject (Fine, 1994; Smith, 2021 [1999]). The language used to formulate a research problem and invite participation is therefore consequential. Terms drawn from policy, professional practice or academic theory may help to delimit an inquiry, yet they can carry assumptions that differ from how people understand themselves and their experiences.
Policy categories produce particular representations of problems and associated subject positions, shaping what can be recognised and said about the people to whom they are applied (Bacchi, 2009). Labels such as ‘disadvantaged’, ‘vulnerable’ and ‘hard to reach’ may locate difficulties within individuals or communities while obscuring the institutional practices and structural conditions through which exclusion is produced. Such framings can interpret difference as deficiency and position dominant social experiences as normative (Matos, 2015; Kolluri and Tichavakunda, 2023). They may also encourage damage-centred research, through which people and communities become primarily knowable through harm, deprivation or deficiency (Tuck, 2009).
Researchers nevertheless require sufficient contextual knowledge to act responsibly and understand the wider conditions in which experiences are situated. Van Manen (2014, p. 46) describes the difficulty of knowing both ‘too little about the phenomenon we wish to investigate’ and, through existing theories and assumptions, ‘too much’. Prior knowledge can become an interpretive filter through which participants’ accounts are invited and heard.
This problem contributed to the development of LERM. In the doctoral study, theoretical ideas about identity capital and a priori categories shaped the initial interview questions. An inquiry intended to explore lived experience was being organised through categories established before participants’ narratives had been heard. These categories directed attention towards particular aspects of participants’ accounts and made other connections less readily visible. Their presence became problematic when they began determining what appeared relevant.
LERM researchers therefore examine how the research problem has been defined, whose language has been used, what assumptions are carried by terms applied to prospective participants and which experiences may be made less tellable through that framing. Fricker’s (2007) account of epistemic injustice is pertinent because categories and interpretive frameworks affect whose accounts are considered credible and which experiences can be made intelligible. LERM leaves space for participants to complicate, reframe or refuse the terms through which they have been approached. Initial categories remain open to question throughout the inquiry.
For LERM, reflexivity is closely connected to the practice of thinking narratively. Narrative inquirers remain attentive to experience without assuming a predetermined outcome beyond developing a deeper understanding of that experience (Clandinin et al., 2015). This involves moving inward and outward towards personal and social conditions, and backward and forward through temporality (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). The researcher attends to participants’ experiences while also questioning how their own experiences, relationships and existing knowledge shape what they notice and how they interpret it. Reflexivity in narrative inquiry is therefore grounded in wakefulness: a continuing attentiveness to lives and relationships as they are being lived. As Clandinin et al. (2016, p. 207) explain, wakefulness “is not something we can live in the abstract; it is a way of living that is grounded in experience”. In LERM, wakefulness requires researchers to remain alert to how their positioning and responses are shaping the inquiry and to act when that recognition unsettles an interview practice, an interpretive assumption or a developing representation.
However, making the researcher visible does not make research reflexive in itself. Reflexivity has been criticised when it becomes researcher-centred, self-indulgent or a form of “navel-gazing”(Finlay, 2002 p.215) that displaces attention from participants and the social conditions of their experiences (Letherby, 2000; Riach, 2009). Finlay (2002) therefore argues that researchers should draw upon the reflexive self purposefully. Within LERM, personal reflection helps researchers question how an interpretation was reached, recognise how relationships shaped what could be narrated, reconsider what may have been overlooked and explain changes in methodological decisions. Researchers attend to their feelings and responses as part of this process, asking how these may be shaping the inquiry and whether that recognition requires methodological or interpretive action. Reflexive journals, narrative beginnings and field notes should are themselves selective and re-presentational accounts, composed from a particular position and time. Bishop and Shepherd (2011) emphasise the temporally situated character of reflexivity as being shaped by hindsight, later experiences and the researcher’s changing understanding of themselves and the inquiry. Reflexivity cannot recover a complete or stable truth about the researcher’s influence. Its contribution to LERM lies instead in making interpretive decisions, uncertainties and changes in understanding more available for scrutiny.
In narrative inquiry, this examination can begin with the researcher’s ‘narrative beginnings’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Dubnewick et al., 2018). Through reflexive autobiographical inquiry, researchers consider their own experiences and relationships shaping the research puzzle (Dubnewick et al., 2018). Why the research puzzle matters to them, the personal and professional experiences shaping their interest, what they believe they already know, and their assumptions about the people and experiences involved. This should include their institutional position, who has commissioned or funded the research, and how these relationships may be understood by participants. Being perceived as an academic, practitioner, service provider or representative of a commissioning organisation may affect what participants believe the researcher wants to hear, what they feel able to say and what they expect may follow from their involvement. This locates the researcher alongside participants within the relational inquiry space (Finlay and dela Cruz, 2023). Including a brief account in the LERM report helps readers understand the researcher’s relationship to the inquiry and the interpretations developed. Researchers using LERM compose a narrative beginning that examines For this reason, narrative beginnings are revisited as the inquiry develops. Field journals, pre- and post-interview reflections and conversations with supervisors, colleagues or relational response communities can provide spaces in which assumptions, emotional responses and developing interpretations are questioned (Mruck and Breuer, 2003; Ortlipp, 2008; Caine et al., 2021). Researchers can return to their initial account to consider what has surprised or unsettled them, which narratives have challenged their prior understandings, and how relationships with participants have altered their view of the research puzzle.
The three-dimensional narrative inquiry space can thus be turned towards the researcher as well as the participant. Researchers bring histories into an encounter, occupy changing social and relational positions and enter places that carry meanings for themselves and others. Thinking narratively involves moving inward and outward and backward and forward, attending to participants’ experiences while examining the researcher’s own ‘experience of the experience’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 189). This does not produce complete self-knowledge. Reflexive accounts are themselves temporally situated narrative reconstructions, and aspects of a researcher’s histories and relationships may continue to influence interpretation in ways that remain unrecognised (Bishop and Shepherd, 2011). Reflexivity in LERM is therefore an ongoing practice of attentiveness and curiosity, not a claim to have eliminated the researcher’s influence.
Establishing consent as a continuing relational process
The course of a narrative inquiry and the eventual significance of what is narrated cannot be fully specified in advance. Initial consent should explain the interpretive nature of the research and how participants may be involved beyond the interview. Depending on the inquiry and participants’ preferences, this might include responding to narrative accounts, discussing interpretations or contributing to re-presentation. Other participants may prefer no further involvement.
Ethical matters are continually negotiated within narrative inquiry (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Process consent provides opportunities to revisit participants’ agreement when sensitive material is narrated, interpretations develop in unforeseen directions or proposed forms of re-presentation introduce new risks (Tolich, 2017; Tolich and Tumilty, 2020). Klykken (2022) similarly conceptualises consent as a relational process extending across pre-fieldwork, fieldwork and post-fieldwork. Researchers should clarify when withdrawal remains possible and what can feasibly be withdrawn once accounts have been combined, interpreted or published.
Where participants contribute to interpretation, their responses may question, extend or complicate the researcher’s account. Negotiating narrative accounts can support relational responsibility and co-composition while recognising that participants and researchers may understand an experience differently (Dubnewick, 2024). The purpose of this involvement should be agreed early and revisited as the inquiry develops. Returning an interpretation to participants does not verify a single accurate account of their experience.
Continuing consent also requires attention to internal confidentiality or deductive disclosure, where participants or others may remain identifiable after names and places have been changed (Tolich, 2004; Kaiser, 2010). This risk is heightened in narrative research because connected life histories, relationships and locations provide the detail through which experiences become meaningful. No decision is fool-proof as there is always a chance that people would recognise each other and others discussed ​(Burgess, 1984)​. However, risk reductions need to mitigate some of the risks associated with internal confidentiality. However, care is needed in case a lived experience becomes disjointed and ‘shuffled beyond recognition’ at a ‘considerable analytical cost’ to the research ​(Gabb, 2010, p. 28)​. Therefore, there is always a need for respecting the trust invested to tell a lived experience. Some ideas can include changing specific areas, numbers in a household, not including specific information about crime etc.  
Re-presentation should consequently be anticipated during preparation. Research framing, consent and intended forms of publication shape what participants understand will happen to their narratives. Figure X identifies points at which accounts are transformed through the research process in LERM.
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Figure X. Re-presentation across the research process
The figure traces re-presentation from the framing of the inquiry and the interview encounter through transcription, analysis, reporting, reading and subsequent use. Decisions and relationships at each point shape what can be narrated, retained, interpreted and shared. Each transformation involves a relational in-between through which meaning is produced and may change (Caine et al., 2013). Later readings and uses may extend beyond the researcher’s control. Anticipating these processes supports continuing consent and ethical decision-making, while their implications for interpretation, authorship and publication are developed further in Section 3.5.
Preparing relationally and reflexively cannot resolve every conceptual, relational or ethical issue before interviewing begins. It establishes an orientation through which researchers remain attentive to how the inquiry positions participants, how their own histories and assumptions enter the research and whether developing uses of participants’ narratives remain consistent with the relationships and consent through which they were shared. These commitments must then be enacted within the relational narrative interview.




Relational and reflexive preparation begins before an interview takes place and continues throughout the inquiry. The purpose and framing of a study, the language through which people are approached, the expectations established through consent and the anticipated use of their accounts all contribute to the conditions under which narratives are produced. LERM therefore treats preparation as part of the relational, interpretive and ethical work of research rather than as a preliminary stage concerned only with recruitment and procedural approval. Although introduced here, reflexivity is not confined to preparation; it is a continuing methodological commitment across all five components of LERM. It involves questioning how the inquiry positions prospective participants, locating the researcher in relation to the research puzzle, and establishing consent as a continuing relational process.
Locating the researcher – the purpose of reflexivity
For LERM, reflexivity is closely connected to the practice of thinking narratively. Narrative inquirers remain attentive to experience without assuming a predetermined outcome beyond developing a deeper understanding of that experience (Clandinin et al., 2015). This involves moving inward and outward towards personal and social conditions, and backward and forward through temporality (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). The researcher attends to participants’ experiences while also questioning how their own experiences, relationships and existing knowledge shape what they notice and how they interpret it. Reflexivity in narrative inquiry is therefore grounded in wakefulness: a continuing attentiveness to lives and relationships as they are being lived. As Clandinin et al. (2016, p. 207) explain, wakefulness “is not something we can live in the abstract; it is a way of living that is grounded in experience”. In LERM, wakefulness requires researchers to remain alert to how their positioning and responses are shaping the inquiry and to act when that recognition unsettles an interview practice, an interpretive assumption or a developing representation.
In LERM as in narrative inquiry, the researcher is always visible. Weiss and Johnson-Koenke (2023) state researchers should weave reflexive accounts throughout the research process. This visibility is not optional; it is a methodological and ethical necessity, although the ways in which this can be done can be creative; especially if LERM is used for research and short policy reports. The purpose of this is to reject the illusion of neutrality, recognizing that interpretation is co-constructed and shaped by the researcher’s presence (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). As Maykut and Morehouse (1994, p.123) note, a researcher’s perspective is paradoxical: to “indwell” in participants’ meaning systems while remaining critically aware of personal biases. 

Visibility in narrative inquiry frame researcher presence as central to democratizing knowledge and resisting positivist notions of objectivity Kurtz (2024)  and involves acknowledging the researchers positionality (Gurr et al, 2024), such as insider/outsider dynamics (Merton, 1972; Olive, 2014) and their fluidity (Trahar, 2011; Naples, 1996). It also means situating oneself within the relational and temporal landscape of the study, making clear how personal history, values, and experiences mediate interpretation (D’Silva et al., 2016; Chacko, 2004). This is not self-indulgence but a commitment to relational ethics and methodological coherence (Etherington, 2004; Riessman, 2008). By being visible, researchers enable readers to understand interpretive choices and the co-construction of meaning, aligning with LERM’s relativistic stance and its emphasis on transparency in re-presentation.

However, making the researcher visible does not make research reflexive in itself. Reflexivity has been criticised when it becomes researcher-centred, self-indulgent or a form of “navel-gazing”(Finlay, 2002 p.215) that displaces attention from participants and the social conditions of their experiences (Letherby, 2000; Riach, 2009). Finlay (2002) states that researchers should draw upon the reflexive self purposefully. Within LERM, personal reflection helps researchers question how an interpretation was reached, recognise how relationships shaped what could be narrated, reconsider what may have been overlooked and explain changes in methodological decisions. Researchers attend to their feelings and responses as part of this process, asking how these may be shaping the inquiry and whether that recognition requires methodological or interpretive action. Reflexive journals, narrative beginnings and field notes are seen as selective and re-presentational accounts, composed from a particular position and time. Bishop and Shepherd (2011) emphasise the temporally situated character of reflexivity as being shaped by hindsight, later experiences and the researcher’s changing understanding of themselves and the inquiry. Reflexivity cannot recover a complete or stable truth about the researcher’s influence. Its contribution to LERM means making interpretive decisions, uncertainties and changes in understanding more available for scrutiny.
In narrative inquiry, this examination can begin with the researcher’s ‘narrative beginnings’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Dubnewick et al., 2018). Through reflexive autobiographical inquiry, researchers consider their own experiences and relationships shaping the research puzzle (Dubnewick et al., 2018). Questions include why might the research puzzle (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000 p.124) matter to them, the personal and professional experiences shaping their interest, what they believe they already know, and their assumptions about the people and experiences involved. This should include their institutional position, who has commissioned or funded the research, and how these relationships may be understood by participants. Being perceived as an academic, practitioner, service provider or representative of a commissioning organisation may affect what participants believe the researcher wants to hear, what they feel able to say and what they expect may follow from their involvement and in some cases how free the researcher is to peruse new thinking. Thinking in this way locates the researcher alongside participants within the relational inquiry space (Finlay and dela Cruz, 2023). Including a brief account at the start of the write up in LERM helps readers understand the researcher’s relationship to the inquiry and the interpretations developed. Researchers using LERM compose a narrative beginning that examines For this reason, narrative beginnings are revisited as the inquiry develops. Field journals, pre- and post-interview reflections and conversations with supervisors, colleagues or relational response communities can provide spaces in which assumptions, emotional responses and developing interpretations are questioned (Mruck and Breuer, 2003; Ortlipp, 2008; Caine et al., 2021). Researchers can return to their initial account to consider what has surprised or unsettled them, which narratives have challenged their prior understandings, and how relationships with participants have altered their view of the research puzzle.
The three-dimensional narrative inquiry space can thus be turned towards the researcher as well as the participant. Researchers bring histories into an encounter, occupy changing social and relational positions and enter places that carry meanings for themselves and others. Thinking narratively involves moving inward and outward and backward and forward, attending to participants’ experiences while examining the researcher’s own ‘experience of the experience’ (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p. 189). This does not produce complete self-knowledge. Reflexive accounts are themselves temporally situated narrative reconstructions, and aspects of a researcher’s histories and relationships may continue to influence interpretation in ways that remain unrecognised (Bishop and Shepherd, 2011). Reflexivity in LERM is therefore an ongoing practice of attentiveness and curiosity, not a claim to have eliminated the researcher’s bias.

Relational narrative interviewing
 
The ethical implications for ‘pushing for PINs’ 
There are, however, important ethical considerations in returning to PINs. Moran, Green and Warwick (2022) raise concerns about Wengraf’s (2011) use of ‘pushing for PINs’, where researchers may repeatedly return to incidents to encourage more detailed narration. This is particularly important in lived-experience research, where participants may be talking about difficult or traumatic periods of their lives. Moran et al. (2022) argue that continuing to pursue detail where there is reluctance or resistance can cause distress and, in some circumstances, risk re-traumatisation. 
Tolich (2004) refers to ‘vulnerable times’, recognising that vulnerability may change according to what is happening in a person’s life. Someone may, for example, be experiencing bereavement, relationship breakdown, loss of employment or other difficult circumstances at the time of an interview. Vulnerability may therefore be something to remain attentive to within the research relationship rather than a fixed characteristic assigned to particular participants. 
Indeed, lived-experience research can provide an opportunity to disrupt rather than reproduce deficit narratives. People whose experiences may have led them to be described as ‘vulnerable’, ‘disadvantaged’ or ‘marginalised’ may narrate agency, resistance, relationships and ordinary life alongside adversity. Bredal et al. (2024), writing in Qualitative Research about interviews with people who had experienced interpersonal violence, similarly challenge a straightforward positioning of participants as vulnerable. They identify different reasons for participating, including ‘telling for others’, where people shared their experiences in the hope that they might contribute to knowledge, help others or make a difference. A willingness to share lived experience can therefore be an active and purposeful decision, rather than evidence of vulnerability. 
There is, however, still a power relationship within the interview that cannot be removed simply by adopting a relational approach. The researcher has asked for the interview, is inviting someone to disclose aspects of their life and will ultimately make decisions about how their account is interpreted and re-presented (Kvale, 2006). Participants may also agree to take part because they want their experience to help others, or because they have been introduced through a practitioner, gatekeeper or organisation they trust. A willingness to give an account for the benefit of others should not be confused with an unlimited willingness to disclose. 
This becomes particularly important when returning to PINs. Moran, Green and Warwick (2022) raise concerns about Wengraf’s (2011) use of ‘pushing for PINs’, where researchers may repeatedly return to incidents to encourage more detailed narration. They argue that continuing to pursue detail where there is reluctance or resistance may cause distress and, in some circumstances, risk re-traumatisation. Importantly, being told beforehand that they can refuse to answer a question does not necessarily mean that participants will feel able to do so when sitting with a researcher who continues to ask. 
There is a difficult balance here. Avoiding painful experiences because the researcher has decided that a participant is vulnerable may prevent them from telling something they want heard. On the other hand, the possibility of obtaining a rich PIN is not sufficient reason to keep pursuing an account. Moran et al. (2022, p.6) describe ‘pushing’ as a spectrum, where 'pushing too hard' may evoke traumatic memories and have negative consequences, while pushing 'too softly' may mean that important experiences remain unexplored. Within LERM, PINs are therefore points of possible return rather than accounts that need to be exhausted. 
Caution is also needed around claims that telling a life story is cathartic or therapeutic. Although being listened to in-depth about something that is important to a person can be affirming, Wengraf (2011) and others that see this pe of interviewing as therapeutic discusses the possibility of catharsis through PINs.  Moran et al. (2022) questions the evidence for assuming therapeutic benefit (there is very little) and may point to the possibility of harm. LERM is not intended as a therapeutic interview method. Someone may find telling their story helpful or affirming, but they have entered the encounter as a research participant rather than someone seeking therapy. The possibility that disclosure might be beneficial is therefore not a reason to encourage someone to continue with an account they appear reluctant to tell and is possibly a discussion to have when building relationships prior to starting the interview process. 
LERM invites rather than pushes. The researcher can return to something the participant has already said and invite them to tell more, while paying attention to what happens next. Hesitation, silence, avoidance, changes in tone or affect, or explicit refusal may suggest that it is appropriate to pause or move elsewhere. These responses should not be treated as straightforward evidence of distress, any more than becoming animated or emotional should be taken as permission to continue. The researcher needs to remain curious about what is happening without assuming that they know what a participant’s response means. This can lead to psychoanalytical thinking which is not the purpose of LERM. Consent therefore continues throughout the interview rather than being completed when the consent form is signed. Further narration may be invited where it appears appropriate, but the researcher should also be prepared to pause, move elsewhere or leave an experience unexplored.  

3.3 Relational narrative analysis
Analysis within LERM does not begin once an interview has been completed. Interpretation is already taking place through listening, note-taking, reflexive responses and decisions about what to invite further during the interview. Transcription provides another point at which the spoken and relational encounter is re-presented as text. It should not therefore be regarded as a neutral technical process. Decisions about what to include, such as pauses, emphasis, interaction or other features of the encounter, should reflect the methodological purpose of the study (Jaffe, 2000; Mishler, 1991; Riessman, 2008). The researcher’s contributions should remain visible where they form part of the co-constructed account.
LERM does not prescribe a particular transcription convention. Developments in digital recording, online interviewing and automated transcription also mean that the practical processes of transcription continue to change. Detailed consideration of these approaches is beyond the scope of this article. What is important within LERM is recognition that the transcript is a re-presentation of the research encounter rather than the narrative itself. Returning to the recording alongside the transcript, where possible, can help retain aspects of the encounter that are less visible in written text.
There is no single way to analyse narratives, and approaches vary according to how narrative and experience are understood and what the researcher wants to know from them (Riessman, 2008; Andrews et al., 2013). LERM draws particularly on Riessman’s (2008) thematic narrative analysis because it allows thematic meaning to be explored from within individual narratives while retaining the story as the primary unit of analysis. Themes may be developed within and across cases, but their meaning continues to be interpreted in relation to the wider narrative from which they are drawn. This case-centred orientation remains evident in contemporary applications of Riessman’s approach, where researchers have worked with individual narratives as wholes before moving across accounts (see Kristensen et al., 2022; Rørtveit, 2025). Contemporary researchers have also developed whole-story representations, such as pen portraits, to retain the context of individual accounts during closer thematic interpretation (Alharbi et al., 2025).
This is important in distinguishing thematic narrative analysis from reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). The two approaches have similarities. Both can be interpretive and reflexive, recognise the active role of the researcher in knowledge production, and develop themes that go beyond simply summarising frequently occurring topics. In RTA, however, the analytical purpose is the development of patterns of shared meaning across a dataset, organised around a central concept (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Individual accounts can be considered contextually within RTA, but retaining each narrative as a whole is not an analytical requirement. In thematic narrative analysis, by contrast, analysis is case-centred: thematic meaning is developed from individual narratives before, where appropriate, being considered across them (Riessman, 2008; Sandberg, 2022). The distinction is therefore better understood as case-centred rather than simply context-sensitive.
LERM develops this case-centred position further through its relational orientation. The individual narrative remains the primary analytical unit, but is understood in relation to the participant’s lived life and told story, temporality, relationships, place and wider social conditions. Movement across narratives is possible and can identify important resonances, differences, narrative threads and themes, but these interpretations are subsequently returned to the individual accounts from which they were developed. The aim is not to avoid themes, but to prevent thematic interpretation from displacing the narrated lives through which those themes have meaning.
Riessman does not, however, provide a detailed procedure that researchers must follow. LERM makes this analytical process more explicit. Its development began in the doctoral study, where early attempts to organise material through coding produced numerous codes and themes but did little to retain the connections between experiences within participants’ lives. The subsequent analytical process drew particularly on Riessman (2008) and Tamboukou (2003), moving between words and phrases, expressed experiences, themes requiring further exploration, and puzzles, paradoxes and contradictions. LERM develops these practices further through its relational positioning and the distinction between lived life and told story. The six movements below provide a practical way of undertaking the analysis, but are not intended as a fixed or linear procedure.
1. Begin with the lived life and told story
Analysis begins with one participant and one account. Before looking for patterns or themes across accounts, the researcher develops an understanding of the participant’s lived life and told story. This distinction draws on biographical narrative traditions, particularly Rosenthal and Wengraf. The lived life draws attention to the events, experiences and circumstances being narrated, while the told story attends to how those experiences are selected, connected and given significance in the present telling.
LERM does not reproduce the more extensive biographical case-reconstruction procedures associated with BNIM, nor is the purpose to reconstruct an objectively knowable life against which the participant’s story can be checked. Instead, lived life and told story are held alongside one another. The researcher listens to and reads the account several times, noting significant events, periods, people, relationships, places and circumstances within the lived life. Alongside these, attention is given to where the participant begins, how they move between experiences and periods of their life, what they return to or pass over, and how they connect experiences within the told story.
A short narrative overview can be developed for each participant at this point. This is not intended to reduce the account to a summary or biography. It provides a working representation of the whole account to which the researcher can return as closer interpretation begins. Contemporary narrative researchers have similarly developed ways of retaining individual stories during detailed analysis rather than allowing later thematic work to detach extracts from the account from which they came (e.g. Kristensen et al., 2022; Alharbi et al., 2025).
2. Notice words, phrases and incidents
The researcher then begins to work more closely with the narrative. Riessman’s (2008) discussion of Tamboukou’s (2003) work provides a useful starting point. At what Tamboukou described as a ‘nominal’ level, words and phrases that strike the researcher are initially identified before closer interpretation takes place. LERM retains this initial openness through noticing and annotating rather than immediately categorising.
These observations might include words repeatedly used by the participant, particular incidents, metaphors or language that appears to connect different parts of the account. What strikes the researcher, however, is treated as a point for further attention rather than evidence of significance in itself. Researchers inevitably bring their own experiences, theoretical interests and emotional responses to what they notice.
For this reason, LERM also asks researchers to return to material that did not initially draw their attention. In the doctoral study, apparently ordinary or ‘flyaway’ comments sometimes became important when returned to the wider narrative. This provides a reflexive check against allowing the analysis to be organised only around what the researcher finds immediately affecting, familiar or theoretically interesting. At this point, the researcher is primarily noticing and annotating rather than assigning parts of the narrative to fixed analytical categories.
3. Attend to expressed experiences
The next movement asks what experiences are being expressed through the parts of the narrative that have begun to draw attention. Tamboukou’s (2003) attention to verbs, actions and movement was useful in the original development of this stage. LERM extends this beyond particular grammatical forms. Experience may be expressed through actions, descriptions, incidents, metaphors, relationships, recurring phrases or changes within the narrative.
The analytical movement here is from what has been said towards the experience being narrated and the connections surrounding it. A particular passage is therefore returned to what comes before and after it. Attention is given to the people and relationships involved, changes over time, places and material circumstances, and the wider social conditions through which the experience has been lived and narrated.
Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) dimensions of temporality, sociality and place provide a useful orientation at this point. They encourage attention to past, present and anticipated future, to personal and social relationships and conditions, and to the places in which experiences occur. Within LERM these are not categories into which passages are placed. They are ways of thinking relationally about experience and resisting the separation of an extract from the life in which it has meaning.
4. Develop narrative threads and themes, and follow where they lead
Themes are not excluded from LERM. Riessman’s thematic narrative analysis allows thematic meaning to be considered while retaining the case, and contemporary methodological work continues to identify retention of the story as an important distinction between thematic narrative analysis and more general thematic coding (Sandberg, 2022).
Within LERM, connections between experiences can therefore develop into narrative threads and possible themes. Their significance is not determined simply by how frequently something occurs. An experience mentioned once may have considerable significance within the wider narrative, while something mentioned repeatedly may not carry the same analytical weight. Themes remain provisional and are continually considered in relation to the lived life and told story.
Importantly, the researcher also follows experiences that lead beyond the literature or theoretical framing with which the study began. This was a distinct part of the original doctoral analytical process and remains important within LERM. An experience that does not fit what the researcher expected may require them to return to the literature, encounter different theoretical ideas and reconsider their developing interpretation. Participants’ narratives can therefore change what the researcher thinks they need to understand, rather than being interpreted only through knowledge established before the interviews.
If belonging, for example, appears significant, the task is not simply to gather references to belonging. The researcher considers how it is experienced within this particular life, which people and places are connected with it, whether its significance changes over time, and how it connects with other experiences within the told story. The analytical interest lies in the connections through which the theme acquires meaning, rather than simply in naming it.
5. Stay with puzzles, paradoxes and contradictions
Narratives are not necessarily coherent accounts of experience. Participants may contradict something said earlier, narrate apparently incompatible experiences, or understand the same event differently at different times. LERM therefore retains puzzles, paradoxes and contradictions as a distinct analytical practice rather than treating them as problems that need to be removed before a coherent interpretation can be produced.
This stage developed from an important methodological problem encountered in the doctoral study. Attending to contradictions could easily position the researcher as a ‘detective’, deciding which version was accurate, whether a participant was telling the truth, or what hidden motivation might explain a discrepancy. LERM does not use contradictions for this purpose.
Instead, a contradiction provides a reason to return to the lived life and told story. Different versions may relate to different periods of a person’s life, relationships, places, social expectations or the circumstances of the present telling. An apparent contradiction may change how another part of the account is understood, or it may remain unresolved. The researcher does not need to impose narrative coherence where experience or its telling is itself uncertain, changing or contradictory.
This is particularly important in lived-experience research. Treating inconsistencies as problems to be resolved risks positioning the researcher as the authority who determines which version of another person’s experience is credible. LERM instead retains curiosity about why particular versions are narrated in particular contexts and what apparently conflicting accounts might contribute to understanding the wider narrative.
6. Move across narratives and return to the whole
Only after individual accounts have been worked with in this way does the researcher move more deliberately across narratives. Narrative threads, expressed experiences, possible themes, resonances and differences can be considered between participants. This movement from individual stories towards comparison across cases remains evident in contemporary applications of Riessman’s thematic narrative approach (e.g. Kristensen et al., 2022; Rørtveit, 2025).
Similarity across narratives does not, however, establish shared meaning. Two participants may both narrate experiences that could be understood through a theme such as belonging, while belonging occupies quite different positions within their lives. Developing cross-narrative interpretations are therefore returned to each participant’s lived life and told story to consider whether they continue to make sense within that account.
The analytical movement within LERM can therefore be represented as:
Lived life ↔ told story → words, phrases and incidents → expressed experiences → narrative threads/themes and further literature → puzzles, paradoxes and contradictions → across narratives ↺ return to the whole
Although presented sequentially to make the process usable, these movements are recursive. An apparent contradiction may require the researcher to listen again to an earlier part of an interview; an expressed experience may prompt engagement with new literature; and a cross-narrative theme may change when returned to an individual account. The purpose is to provide enough structure to support analysis without suggesting that interpretation occurs neatly or identically in every study.
LERM does not prohibit coding or the use of qualitative analysis software. These may be useful for organising material, retrieving passages or recording analytical notes. Coding is not, however, the organising logic of LERM analysis. Early engagement with accounts is better understood as noticing, annotating, interpreting and making connections while retaining the narrative from which those observations arise. The analytical process should not gradually fragment an account until the categories used to organise it become more visible than the narrated life itself.
The presence of themes within LERM means that parts of the process may resemble reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). The distinction should not be overstated. Braun and Clarke’s contemporary RTA is interpretive and recursive, recognises researcher subjectivity as part of knowledge production, and does not regard themes as entities simply waiting to be discovered. Themes are understood as patterns of shared meaning organised around a central concept (Braun and Clarke, 2022. These commitments have considerable overlap with LERM. The difference lies more substantially in what organises the analysis and where the analysis returns. In RTA, coding across the dataset contributes to the development of broader patterns of shared meaning. In LERM, the narrated life remains the primary analytical unit. Analysis begins with each participant’s lived life and told story, moves into parts of the account and, subsequently, across accounts, but continually returns developing interpretations to the individual narrative. The distinction is therefore not that RTA is thematic while LERM is narrative, nor that one is reflexive or contextual while the other is not. RTA can be both. Rather, thematic narrative analysis is case-centred rather than simply context-sensitive. Sandberg (2022) similarly notes that thematic narrative analysis can resemble thematic analysis but identifies the retention of full stories and the theorisation of themes from cases as an important distinction. LERM develops this case-centred commitment through its relational orientation, attending to how experience is situated across time, relationships, place and wider social conditions.
Themes within LERM are therefore analytical resources rather than the point at which the narrative can be left behind. Puzzles and contradictions can remain unresolved, experiences can redirect the researcher’s engagement with theory, and apparent cross-narrative patterns can change when returned to an individual life. Analysis moves repeatedly between whole and part, lived life and told story, individual and social experience, and within and across narratives. 
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Figure 2. The five components of LERM
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