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[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk34675075][bookmark: _Hlk34310981][bookmark: _Hlk34670003][bookmark: _Hlk34674115][bookmark: _Hlk34675167][bookmark: _Hlk34311017][bookmark: _Hlk34675433][bookmark: _Hlk34391611][bookmark: _Hlk34394807]Identity is a fundamental aspect of human development. With this development often comes questions, such as, ‘who am I?’ or ‘what makes me, me?’  These are compelling questions, though do not have a definitive answer. Early psychological theory, such as Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development (Erikson, 1980), asserts that identity formation begins within the adolescent stage of development. According to this theory, this is the stage in which adolescents begin to explore their independence and start to form a sense of self (Syed & McLean, 2017). A main element of Erikson’s theory, suggests that individuals develop an ‘ego identity.’ This ego identity refers to the conscious development of a sense of self through interaction and experiences (Montgomery, 2019).
     Irrespective of Erikson’s theory of identity formation, Niles (1999) believed that identity is based on the story that humans tell themselves and others. He described humans as ‘Homo-Narran’s’ and insinuated that human beings have a storied nature to identity formation. With this in mind, this essay will discuss the use of stories in everyday life as well as considering the research methods used within psychology in an attempt to critically evaluate how a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity.
     The term ‘narrative’ is associated with the description/story used to relay an event or experience i.e. ‘to narrate’ (Schiff, 2012). Thus, narrative psychology refers to a psychological perspective interested in the storied nature of human conduct. First introduced by Sarbin (1986) narrative psychology became a fundamental area to the study of the self and identity. This sub-discipline of psychology with be discussed in more depth below however, this essay will first consider the personal use of narrative in explaining identity formation. 
     A narrative approach encompasses the use of stories to give context and meaning to personal experience. Narrative theorists such as, Hayward (2013) and Malcolm (2005), argue that lives are filled with stories, and are often cantered around interactions and experiences. Like a written story, these stories generally develop over time and are given a prescribed plot.
According to the narrative theory, individuals internalise their experiences, these experiences then become an evolving story with plots and sub-plots and in some cases characters (Mcadams & Mclean, 2013). This is believed to be a strategy to build a sense of purpose, which in turn, helps shape one’s self-identity (Freedman & Combs, 1996). 
     Furthermore, life narrative is not a singular entity, but instead differs from person to person. This difference is thought to be the result of personal reconstructed past experiences, their perceived present as well as their imagined future (Baumeister & Newman, 1994). For example, two individual’s whom experience the same event will have a different life narrative due to their own personal perceptions of a situation as well as their desired goals.
One method in which individuals achieve these is by taking an autobiographical approach to their lives. This approach uses written accounts of life experiences, authored by the individuals themselves (Singer, 2004). According to Pasupathi and Hoyt (2009), by taking an autobiographical view of past experiences, individuals can gain a sense of agency within those memories, which can also influence present actions. This reconstruction of memories is believed to be a central mechanism in which self-identity can begin to form (Habermas & Bluck 2000). Similar to Erikson’s theory on ego identity (Erikson, 1980), this use of autobiographical narration begins in the adolescent phase of development. Bluck and Habermas (2001) claim that there is a critical period within adolescence for the development of identity. This is often shaped by reflection of experiences through an autobiographical view. A study by Fivush et al (2012) which explored autobiographical gender identity narratives of adolescence ages 13-16 found that, females told more elaborate and reflective narratives regarding their gender identity than boys. Additionally, Fivush et al (2012) noted that, gender identity and memory were a crucial element in the construct of identity during adolescence. 
     Another theory of the formation of identity via a narrative approach, is the life story model of identity (McAdams, 2001). This model of identity suggests that the internalised life story one gives themselves, is the formation of a personal identity. McAdams (2001), states that the creation of such stories enables individuals to feel a sense of continuity and self-understanding. By using this autobiography approach to identity, individuals are able to put meaning to their actions and provide themselves with an understanding of who they are. i.e. ‘I am, the story I tell myself about myself’ (Barnes, 2008, p. 18). 
The life-model of identity has progressed significantly over recent years and has influenced a wide range of empirical studies and theoretical practices, particularly in clinical and social sciences (McAdams, 2017). 
     As previously mentioned, narrative psychology is a subdiscipline within the psychological field which is concerned with a storied nature to individuals’ sense of self (Sarbin, 1986).
Narrative psychological researchers explore human behaviour by examining the value in which stories contribute to their life experiences (American psychological association, 2018). Research methods in narrative study use epistemological paradigms when approaching narrative research, specifically, hermeneutic research, which emphasizes the study of meaning within social and cultural contexts. This approach is often used as an alternative to cognitive psychological measures (Rennie, 2007).
     Adler et al (2017) states that the use of narrative as a methodological practice has enabled researchers to explore an array of topics in more depths. These topics include, but are not limited to, ethnic identity development (See, Syed & Azmita, 2010), Gender identity (See, Bradford et al, 2010) and collective identity (See Davis et al, 2019).
     Narrative research relies on individuals own representations and allows researchers to consider individuals lived experiences and perceptions through qualitative designs. However, this method of research has faced some criticism, namely, validity of narrative research. For instance, Polkinghorne (2007) states participant responses to narrative questions may not be true or accurate and due to the nature of the research cannot be considered as credible evidence. In response to claims such as this, Adler et al, (2017) asserts that narrative approaches within research allow for lived experiences to be explored, he explains that, ‘Narratives are subjective constructions that have objective impacts’ (Adler et al, 2017, p. 5).  Individuals are able to give in-depth and meaningful accounts of their personal experiences which is often missed in quantitative approaches (Foot et al, 2012). Narrative methods enable individuals to make sense of their experiences and help them find a perceived sense of self (Habermas & Rees, 2015; Adler et al, 2016).  Take Syed and Azmitia’s (2008) study for example. This study used a narrative approach to explore the development of ethnic identity in emerging adults. The study, which included 191 ethnically diverse young adults, saw participants provide written accounts of a time when they became aware of their ethnicity. Results saw significant differences in experiences for different ethnic groups. These differences were highlight via the participants stories. Participants were able to narrate specific experiences in time which may have accounted towards forming their own sense of who they are. Through the use of this narrative approach, the researcher was able to establish specific points within the participants lives that may have contributed to their formation of ethnic identity. 
     Additionally, narrative research includes the use of many approaches, these can include, written, verbal or visual representations of lived experiences. can use an array of methods when studying identity, these can include; semi-structured interviews, focus groups, biographies and much more (Squire, 2008; Tamboukou & Squire, 2008: Josselson & Lieblich (2001). As an example, a study by Leviit and Ippolito (2014), used narrative interviews to explore the development of transgender identities. The study ‘Being transgender: The experience of transgender identity development,’ included 17 self-identified transgender participants and structured interview questions to investigate how participants life experiences contributed to the forming of their transgender identity. Responses gave reference to negative experiences such as, being told to hide their feelings relating to being transgender. One participant explained how having to suppress her true feelings during that time contributed it to her sense of self now and shaped who she is and wanted to be (Leviit & Ippolito, 2014). Research such as this, allows researchers to explore key turning points in individuals lives. It enables the participants to relay their own personal perspectives of how they feel their life experiences contributed to their identity (McLean & Lilgendahl, 2018).  
     Towne and Shavelson (2002) argue, however, that narrative forms of research do not account for cause and effect relationships and that the correct underlying cause may not be identified. Nonetheless, Bailey and Tilley (2002) state that the purpose of narrative enquiry is to explore subjective meanings of experiences rather than objective outcomes.
    Moreover, narrative research has contributed to therapeutic practices, for example, as previously mentioned, coming to terms or finding a sense of self within the transgender community demonstrates high levels of difficulty and struggle for transgender individuals (Mizock & Lewis, 2008). According to, Piper and Mannino (2008), by exploring individuals’ identity by incorporating a narrative model to transition therapies, such as, the narrative family therapy model (Piper & Mannino, 2008), it is possible to help build coherent and established identities. 
     Narrative therapy is an area of psychotherapy that encourages individuals to identify their value’s through an historical story telling method of their lives. Through narrative therapy, practitioners are able to challenge dominant discourse and help the individual seek alternative positive approaches to self-conflict (Winslade & Monk, 2001). Narrative therapies help individual’s identity and build upon resilience and agency (Malcom, 2005) as well as, analysing problem stories and offer alternatives i.e. co-author life narrative (Morgan, 2000; O’Conner et al, 2004). In terms of identity, specifically in those transitioning, as mentioned above, a narrative therapist will focus on the individuals own creation of their current story. Should any discourse arise within their current narrative, the therapist will assist the individual to re-evaluate specific experiences and begin to create a new story. This new story will help the individual find value within themselves and lead them to form and maintain a more robust and positive sense of self (Russell & Cohn, 2012). 
     Furthermore, as with most practices, narrative therapy does have some criticisms that should be noted. For instance, due to the nature of narrative therapies, sessions can be time insensitive and reaching an appropriate conclusion for both practitioner and individual requires lengthy commitment (Denborough, 2012). Another criticism of narrative therapy is its lack of empirical research to validate psychological models (Polkinghorne, 2007). For instance, Etchison and Kleist (2000) states that, as narrative research has qualitative outcomes, it does not have any evidence to support its efficiency in clinical terms. Apposing these criticisms, McAlpine (2016), suggests that these criticisms are due to a lack of understanding for the purpose of narrative approaches and its effectiveness for individuals who may be in crisis. 
     Overall, this essay attempted to give a critical evaluation of how a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity. As can be seen, the psychological literature focuses on the storied nature of understanding identity. The development of a narrative identity was likened to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development (1980) where narrative identity formation is believed to begin with the adolescent phase of development, through narrative reflection and autobiographical approaches. The importance of forming a gender identity is prevalent within adolescents and considered a key element of identity construction.
     On another note, the life story model of identity McAdams, 2001, explained that life stories are a method of understanding past experiences. This theory considers the construct of identity by storied approaches to a sense of sense and in turn individuals create an identity. 
Moreover, as discussed, there are an array of narrative approaches within research. Some of these approaches were demonstrated within research studies which explored ethnic identity formation and transgender identity. Syed and Azmitia’s (2008) provided an account of how written narratives were able to determine the formation of ethnic identities. 
    Approaches to narrative research have been subject to criticisms, specifically in terms of validity. However, counter arguments have demonstrated the need of exploring lived experiences, for both research purposes and practical application. 
In sum, a narrative approach has given a coherent argument for explaining the formation of identity as well as providing how narrative approaches can be used in psychological practices. 
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