Critically evaluate how a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity.
The narrative approach to identity encompasses the idea that peoples’ lives are made up of stories, forming a continuously evolving narrative to a persons’ identity (McAdams & McLean, 2013). It is theorised that people use narratives and stories as tools to understand their lives (Murray, 2018), and that this usage of stories is more prominent when a change has occurred in peoples’ lives (Bruner, 1999, as cited in Murray, 2018). Following this, Bruner (1999) believed that there are different types of thinking: paradigmatic thinking, which involves categorising information; and narrative thinking, which focuses on transforming thoughts and using emphasis to create narratives, which allow people to understand what has happened to them. In addition to making sense of their own identity, narratives enable people to share their understandings with others (Murray, 2018).  Narrative identity links into many aspects of how individuals conceptualise their idea of themselves, such as their personality (McAdams & McLean, 2013; McLean et al., 2022). 
Narratives play a big role in the formation of identity that occurs in young people (Wicks et al., 2019). During the stage of adolescence, individuals begin to internally interpret their own identity using their stories (e.g., McAdams & McLean, 2013; Waters & Fivush, 2015; de Moor et al., 2021). This usually involves an evaluation of identity for adolescents following a life event, where their story will be considered as either consistent or inconsistent with their perceived identity (Pasupathi et al., 2007, as cited in de Moor et al., 2021). Therefore, these event reflections allow young people to construct and reconstruct their own narrative of their identity over time. Research by de Moor et al. (2021) has examined the relationship between narrative identity construction and friendship quality in adolescents. Findings suggested that participants who had higher quality friendships with others were better able to reconstruct their identity following a negative event. These findings could link to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), where individuals construct their identity in the context of a group. According to social identity theory, people are influenced by the behaviours presented in their group and therefore change their own narrative to align with their group. However, this research is limited, as this relationship between friendship quality and identity reconstruction was not found longitudinally in this study. Additionally, gender differences were not observed during this study, meaning that any potential differences in results between gender groups cannot be commented on using this data.
In addition to the general struggles that adolescents may face when negotiating their identities, external factors can also play a role in the formation of narratives in young people. In a study by Wicks et al. (2019), participants with diagnoses of chronic illnesses were asked to describe their experiences during semi-structured interviews. During these interviews, participants expressed that they had difficulty accepting their chronic illness as part of their personal narrative, which may be due to the tendency for people to reject the stories that do not align with their sense of identity. Furthermore, participants who received a diagnosis earlier in adolescence reported greater difficulty in adapting their narrative surrounding their illness compared to participants who were diagnosed later in adolescence. As such, it is likely that participants who were diagnosed with their illness later had already begun to establish their identities from their experiences, whereas participants who received a diagnosis earlier may not have had this chance and were thus having to adapt to the narrative of their illness at the same time as their general sense of identity. Despite the implications of these findings, however, it is worth noting that there were only 8 participants within this study.
Although the stages of adolescence and emerging adulthood usually allow for young people to construct and negotiate their identity through narratives, there are some groups of individuals that may struggle to find spaces to accomplish this. For example, young people that identify with the LGBTQ+ community may not have much opportunity to explore that part of their identities in the spaces and communities that they have access to (e.g., Bates et al., 2020). However, it has been noted that the use of social media has allowed for changes in this narrative, where young people are then able to more comfortably express their identity in the LGBTQ+ community (e.g., Davis & Weinstein, 2017, as cited in Bates et al., 2020). A study conducted by Bates et al. (2020) has explored this, using narrative interviews to gain the perspective of young people in the LGBTQ+ community. Several themes emerged from the analysis of these interviews, which included mentions of safe spaces, external identity, contextual identity, and individuality and autonomy. During these interviews, many participants expressed that they were able to comfortably express their identities due to the presence of ‘safe spaces’, which occurred both online as well as offline. Additionally, participants noted that the presence of safe online spaces were vital for identity development, as some participants did not have access to an offline community where they felt they could be accepted. This further implies that narrative surrounding the construction of identity are linked to social contexts. Furthermore, when discussing their identity in interviews, some participants expressed that their use of LGBTQ+ labels were to describe their individual sense of identity in the context of their societal group. Overall, the stories shared within these interviews suggest that accepting social groups are an important element of identity formation in young people, and that these spaces can be present online as well as offline. However, there are some limitations to this research. Firstly, the participant sample was comprised primarily of white undergraduate students from one English university. This means that potential differences between participants, such as cultural diversity, cannot be measured from these data. Additionally, the participants interviewed in this study were openly comfortable in their LGBTQ+ identities, which could imply that the stories shared by participants are not reflective of individuals who may not yet be comfortable in their identities.

According to Lilgendahl and McLean (2020), emerging adulthood is a crucial time for adjustment to one’s state of being, and hence, their narrative as well. Research by Lilgendahl and McLean (2020) has explored the narrative changes people are faced with during their college experience, where events relating to academia and romance were examined over a period of 4 years. The study found that participants who reported more positive reflections of events where more likely to also report greater life satisfaction. This trend was seen more prominently in the context of romance-related events. In comparison, participants who reported more negative reflections of events were more likely to report low life satisfaction and were more likely to have experienced depressive symptoms. These findings indicate that the developmental stage of emerging adulthood is indeed a crucial time for the development of peoples’ narratives regarding their identities. Additionally, the finding that positive romantic experiences predict increased life satisfaction further suggests that interpersonal relationships may play a bigger role in identity construction compared to non-personal experiences. However, there are some limitations to this research. The effect size reported in this study is small, which implies that the findings outlined could be interpreted differently. Furthermore, only the relationship of romance was included in this research, meaning that comparisons between other kinds of relationship experiences, such as family, cannot be interpreted.
Even though the core of narrative identity development seems to take place during the developmental stages of adolescence and emerging adulthood, the presence of different life events and experiences can continue to challenge the identities constructed by individuals throughout adulthood. Different responses can arise between individuals when challenges to their narrative are presented. Pals (2006) has explored these experiences of narrative challenges throughout adulthood by assessing the experiences of women for the ages of 21-61. Results from this study indicate that participants who were better able to process narrative changes to their identity were also those who previously reported higher openness to coping with narrative changes. These participants were thus able to gain greater understanding of themselves when narrative changes to their identities occurred, compared to participants who had previously reported poorer abilities to cope with narrative changes. Additionally in this study, participants were asked at age 52 to share their most difficult life experience with the researcher. Here, participants with a greater ability to cope with narrative changes were observed to have embraced their negative experience and therefore grow from it. In contrast, participants with a poorer ability to cope with narrative changes were observed to have distanced themselves from their negative experience, and thus did not share the opportunity for growth. This suggests that the ability to adapt to and process difficult life experiences is beneficial to individuals throughout adulthood, as peoples’ identities continue to grow and change throughout their lives. However, there are some limitations of this research. The sample of participants consisted of educated women, most of which were white and of a middle-class background. This research therefore cannot be generalised, nor are there comparisons within the data between different demographic groups, such as gender or ethnicity. Additionally, qualitative extracts provided by participants at age 52 regarding their most difficult life experience greatly varied in length. Therefore, it is possible that not all accounts could be assessed equally by the researcher.
Research by Eriksson and Frisén (2024) has also examined the impact of challenging narrative experiences in the transition to midlife. In this study, participants were interviewed and asked to recall the most challenging experience of their lives. Findings from this study indicated that participants commonly recounted their stories from an emotionally neutral perspective. Additionally, participants who did this were less likely to include redemption as a part of their narrative compared to participants who were not neutral. This contrasts with findings from Pals (2006), where participants primarily expressed either positive or negative outlooks on their stories. This could imply that different age groups process narrative changes differently, as the participant sample used in this study had an age range of 32-40 years (across two waves of the study), compared to participants used in Pals (2006) research who were assessed at age 52. Despite these findings, there are limitations to this research. Firstly, the study examined the impact of only one kind of narrative, meaning that comparison with other types of narratives, such as more positive narratives, cannot be inferred. Furthermore, the data collected were analysed using quantitative methods. Due to this, the qualitative accounts given by participants cannot be interpreted further.
It has been speculated that individuals with primarily negative outlooks on their narrative may be more likely to engage in problematic behaviour. Examinations of previous research reviewed by Deriu et al. (2024) indicate that individuals are more likely to engage in addictive behaviours if they process narrative events negatively. The findings from this literature review indicate that people with an addictive disorder tend to have poorer abilities to organise and construct their narrative identity. These individuals often have personal narrative that lack coherence or complexity. These findings imply that individuals with more negative personal narratives could be at an increased risk of developing an addiction, and that this can lead to further negative outcomes for peoples’ identities. However, it should be noted that this review included only 9 studies, meaning that the implications of this research are limited.
Other distressing factors have also been found to influence peoples’ narratives regarding their sense of identity. For example, women’s experiences of endometriosis can impact their personal narratives. In a study by Marschall et al. (2021), female participants were asked to narrate their experiences with endometriosis, including their experiences of pain in relation to their symptoms, as well as how central endometriosis was to their sense of identity. Results from this study indicated that participants who held their experience of endometriosis more centrally to their sense of identity had also reported experiencing greater levels of pain with their symptoms and had poorer mental health compared to participants who did not view endometriosis as a central part of their identity. This further suggests that disruptions to typical personal narratives could have a negative effect on the narrative processing abilities of some individuals. However, it is also possible that participants’ narrative processing abilities influenced their perceptions of endometriosis. There are some limitations to this research, however. Firstly, participants used a limited measure of recording the pain they experienced as part of their endometriosis, meaning that this variable may not have been explored to its fullest extent. For example, measures of pain frequency could have been additionally implemented alongside measures of pain intensity. Additionally, participants may evaluate their pain differently, meaning that measures of pain were not consistent. Furthermore, this study did not assess treatments of endometriosis that participants may have been experiencing.
Although prevalence of illness has been shown to negatively impact the progressing narratives of people’s lives (e.g., Wicks et al., 2019; Marschall et al., 2021), it is still possible for individuals to gain or regain a positive self-narrative. This change in narrative can occur via various means, such as therapy (Carless & Douglas, 2008). Alternatively, the development of new personal narratives in areas such as exercise of hobbies can also achieve this. In a study conducted by Carless and Douglas (2008), male participants with severe mental illness were interviewed and were asked about their experiences with sports and exercise. Results from these interviews showed that participants were able to better reconstruct their personal narrative to become more positive by increasing their involvement in sports and exercise. These findings therefore suggest that individuals suffering from illness might be able to work towards reframing their personal stories of themselves through effective and inexpensive means. However, it should be noted that this research has some limitations. Firstly, this study was conducted using only male participants, meaning that these findings cannot be generalised for other gender groups. Additionally, this research does not focus on the implications of sport and exercise in relation to individuals suffering from physical illnesses. For these individuals, it could be possible that this method of restructuring narratives is less effective, as those with physical illness may be restricted in the exercises they can partake in.
To conclude, people make sense of their identities by constructing everchanging narratives throughout their lives (McAdams & McLean, 2013; Murray, 2018). This construction of identity becomes especially prevelent during adolescence and emerging adulthood (de Moor et al., 2021; Wicks et al., 2019; Lilgendahl & McLean, 2020). During this period, the formation of social groups, both in person as well as online, can aid in the construction of narratives, as individuals begin to continuously form their sense of self (Bates et al., 2020). Although the formation of narratives is strongly prevalent in adolescence and emerging adulthood, the construction and reconstruction of narrative continues throughout the lifespan (Pals, 2006). When events occur that may trigger a change in a person’s narrative, the impact of this change differs depending on the individual. Those who have developed openness to changes are more likely to learn from the event and thus reconstruct a positive narrative, whereas those who adapt poorly may take on a negative self-narrative (Pals, 2006; Deriu et al., 2024). However, this has also been suggested to not be the case, as events can also be called neutrally (Eriksson and Frisén, 2024). External factors, such as illness, have been found to have adverse effects on the narratives formed by individuals and can negatively impact identity formation if viewed as a central component to identity (Carless & Douglas, 2008; Wicks et al., 2019; Marschall et al., 2021).
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