                                                         The Narrative Approach

The narrative approach is a qualitative approach that investigates an individual’s life story and how these stories have developed into an individual’s self- concept (Benjamin et al, 2020). Approaches to the narrative approach could involve the use of interviews, documents such as diaries, autobiographies, archives and letters. Other approaches may use videos or photographs (Murry,2018).
The narrative approach believes that people gain understating and insight through telling stories about their lives, which have characters, stages, twists and plots. Through tying together these episodic life events individuals create a full life story that gives their lives meaning and helps them understand themselves and the world around them (Murry,2018). Formation of these stories are believed to start in adolescence and continue throughout a person’s life (McAdams & McLean, 2013). When two aspects of the self-come to the surface it is said to cause distress within the individual, which ultimately causes the individual to incorporate new meaning about themselves into their narrative identity (Mclean, 2008). Narratives can be placed under themes such as agency, commune and retribution (McAdams & McLean, 2013), with personality traits playing a role in how individuals tell their stories and their life quality due to them (McAdam et al, 2004).
Culture plays a role in creating a structure, meaning and purpose to an individual’s narrative identity (Adler et al,2007). The society someone is brought up in can also support and validate an individual or silence them.
Narrative identity is thought to be an individual’s internalised identity that is made up of a reconstructed past and imagined future to create an individual’s sense of identity in the present. The individual uses this to convey an act of self to themselves and the world around them, they behave in accordance with identity (McAdams & McLean,2013).
When a life circumstance challenges an individual’s narrative, the individual may maintain their story by adapting previous narratives to their present circumstance or they may develop new narratives to create a new perspective (McAdam & Mclean 2013). Narrative adaption and development can be greatly influenced by the surrounding holding environment which involves the individual’s connecting community and the general collective (Kulkarni, 2024). Research has shown that individuals that construct stories that have themes of personal agency and communion in events that challenge their previous narratives have better resilience and wellbeing (Adler & Olin, 2012). Researchers use different techniques to use the narrative approach such as interviews, documents and other methods which can involve the use of video (Murry, 2018). Researchers use these techniques to explore the formation and maintenance of identity (Kulkarni, 2024).
The formation of identity is said to begin in childhood, with children learning who they are by the adults and greater community around them (Botha et al, 2024).  Children are thought to be able to coherently narrate about a single life event, but it is in early adolescence that individuals start to be able to narrate their life stories in an autobiographical way, where they start to weave meaning into their life from events that have occurred (Doeselaar et al, 2019). For an individual to be able to navigate their life story, they first need to be able to tell stories about life events that are relevant to their cultural surroundings. This is supported by a child’s care givers, with conversations about life events and the meanings of the event, whilst being offered emotional support (McAdam & McLean, 2013). 
A life event is an event that changes the way someone identifies themselves (Pasupathi et al, 2007).  Research carried out on an adolescent girl found that she had found herself in a dilemma when she was at school but wanted to be at a rally protesting war in Iraq. Teachers had warned her that if she went, she would be suspended. The girl went to the protest. Afterwards she stated that she was usually a rule follower, that leaving school could have had bad consequences, but that she found on that day that she felt strong and in leaving school, she knew herself to be someone who would stand up for what was right for herself and others (Mclean, 2008). In this story the girl had recognised herself as a rule follower, she had been warned of the consequence that her actions would have, but despite this she did what she believed in, she attributed meaning to the experience and developed a new story line. She found unity in her past experience to create the new identity of someone who does what they believe is the right thing to do, no matter what (Mclean,2008). This story highlights that the girl felt the contradiction of believing two things at the same time: of being someone who follows the rules and recognising that this sense of identity was in conflict with being someone who needs to break the rules to do what is right for self and others. The distress these experiences bring are believed to be important in the creation of the developing identity of adolescence and throughout adult life (McLean, 2008). 
A considered theme of the formation in narrative identity is agency. This is where an individual can create change in their own lives and influence the people around them. Agency is said to include the level of responsibility someone takes over their lives and the motivation to create change (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Agency is imbedded in the individual’s achievements, its counterpart is said to be communion and this relates to how an individual fits into the community. It is about love, intimacy and the individuals belonging to it (McAdams et al, 1993). Redemption theory is where an individual can create a narrative that when something bad has happened, something good has also come from it (McLean et al, 2020). An example of tying agency and communion themes to the redemptive storyline could be when an individual has gone through a divorce but sees that they have completed all goals they set themselves, they received love and support from their family and friends and as a result they are now a much closer unit (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Studies have shown that individuals with redemptive stories that progress from negative beginnings to positive endings tend to have better wellbeing and higher scores in resilience (Adler & Olin, 2012). It is believed that these redemptive storylines are used more in adolescence and midlife than in older individuals. This is believed to be because as people get older, they become more comfortable in the discomfort of a negative experience and do not need stories to have a silver lining (McLean, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Hlk183439761]Another area that is considered key to an individual’s life story is their personality type on the big five, which includes aspects such as openness, conscientiousness, agreeableness and neuroticism (McAdam et al, 2004). Studies have found that individuals with higher levels of neuroticism are more likely not to have redemptive features in their stories and would consequently have lower levels of life satisfaction (McAdam, et al 2004). Individuals with high levels of agreeableness have positive correlations to commune themes and therefore feel strong positive connections with the people around them (McAdam et al, 2004). 
For a story to become integrated and told, an individual is thought to need to self-reflect in solitude and to share the stories with others to become more structured and to feel validated (McLean, 2008). Cultural events such as 9/11 that occurred in America are thought to create a structure that people can use in their own stories, such as the attacks being something terrible that everybody feared but ultimately was able to pull together to rebuild, connect and become a stronger community. Stories like this offer the structure of good triumphs over the bad, which can be used in the individuals own story (McLean, 2008).
Culture and society can either offer support or rejection to individuals, such as silencing of non-canonical narratives. If an individual’s story is viewed as unacceptable, they may be silenced and given explicit and implicit understanding that they are not acceptable. For example, being queer in previous decades. This would have the effect of an individual not being able to share their stories, which would hinder the development of the individual’s identity (McLean,2008) . A canonical narrative is where an individual is considered to hold an acceptable narrative and is allowed to hold power and discuss their views. This would have a validating, positive effect on the narrative identity of the individual, whereas a non-canonical narrative is considered unacceptable and is silenced (McLean, 2008). 
[bookmark: _Hlk183441379]Individuals maintain an identity of themselves through the narrative approach in ways such as a holding environment. This is where an individual’s network holds up the identity for the individual. This can be seen in the autobiography about Major Ahluwalia who was a mountaineer who got shot after a successful climb of mount Everest. After Major got shot, he was severely disabled and was no longer able to climb but still identified as a mountaineer. This identity was upheld by his climbing team who often celebrated his achievement, as well as the Indian prime minister, who was said to often celebrate his achievement (Kulkarni, 2024). Research has shown that people with dementia struggle to access their autobiographical memory and narrative identity, however, they can be supported in retrieving these aspects by being shown objects relating to their lives such as photos and mementos. This preserves their narrative identity and supports them in remembering their life stories (Heersmink, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk183438080]A popular narrative method is the interview (Murry,2018). Interviews can be carried out in various ways, such as being directed in a semi-structured way, which allows the researcher to gain information of a particular area of the participants life, like as medical history. Researchers ask open ended questions in the form of who, what when and why (Anderson & Kirkpatrick, 2016). An in-depth life story interview is where a participant can talk about their life as a whole and they decide what they talk about. Limitations with this kind of interview may involve the participant looking to the researcher for guidance (Murry,2018). With researchers carrying out thematic analysis on interviews it has been criticized for potentially having the researchers bias attached to it (Mackieson et al, 2018). Interviews offer a lot of rich data but are also recognised for not being the full picture of the experience of the individual, as participants may choose not to share certain experiences or meanings attached to them (Anderson & Kirkpatrick,2016). For the researcher to gain rich data it is important that they make the participant feel comfortable by having a demeaner that invites conversation (Murry, 2018). Recollection errors can also be present in interviews, as usually a period of time has passed between when an event has occurred and the interview taken place, in which case the memory of the event may have diminished or changed due to retrospection bias (Unterhitzenberger & Lawrence, 2022).
Another research area for the narrative approach is the use of documents such as diaries and autobiographies (Murry, 2018). Diaries can offer an in-depth first-person narrative of an individual on a day to day basis. It allows them to express what is important to them and what their perceptions of events are. They collect data on events as they occur, which lowers the risk of recollection errors and minimises any retrospection bias (Unterhitzenberger & Lawrence, 2022). Individuals may become self-aware whilst writing a diary and may write for an unseen audience (Murry, 2018). Another critique to diaries in the narrative approach is that the writer may choose to leave important data out that is relevant to their experience and identity development (Unterhitzenberger & Lawrence, 2022). Autobiographies offer rich data of the writers lived experience, often of a traumatic event. They offer a start, a middle and an end, such as, life before the traumatic event, the process of the lived experience and recovery from the event with insight into the lessons learnt and meaning given to the experience (Murry, 2018). Autobiographies give insight into how a narrative identity was created or maintained, for example, Major the mountain climber who identified as a mountaineer after being disabled (Kulkarni, 2024). Autobiographies are sometimes written with an audience in mind and often embellish the truth for entertainments sake, making them a slightly unreliable source of information (Bomsta, 1995). 
To conclude, narrative identity starts in childhood where children are supported to tell stories by their care givers about the events in their lives (Botha et al, 2024). Without support in childhood, adolescents have troubles tying together the episodic events in their lives to create a flowing narrative about their lives in an autobiographic way (Doeselaar et al, 2019). For an individual to develop their identities into maturity they have to go though life events that challenge previous stories about themselves. An example of this is the contradictory aspects of self of the girl who was a rule follower but found that what she believed in, such as standing against war, was more important than following the rules and as an outcome she could see herself more clearly and developed her identity by incorporating a new aspect of herself (Mclean, 2008). Three themes of narrative identity include agency, which supports people to tell stories about themselves that show they have or do not have power over their lives. Communion, which speaks of having or not having connection to community with love and support. Redemption can be tied together with agency and commune which enables a person to tell stories of when they triumphed over bad events and felt more connected because of them (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Personality traits were shown to influence a person’s narrative, with those with high traits of openness and agreeableness having more redemptive stories than those who scored high in neuroticism traits. People who have stories with redemptive endings tend to have a better quality of life, with higher levels of resilience. As individuals age past midlife, they no longer need silver linings to their lived events as they feel more comfortable in discomfort and do not need to seek redemptive measures (McLean, 2018). For people to incorporate new aspects of themselves it is necessary for them to have some time in solitude to reflect upon events. It is then important for people to discuss events with those around them to be feel validated and for the stories to become more structured (McLean, 2008). Cultural narratives can have a silencing effect for individuals who do not share the same stories as those around them, which can hinder further development to their identities as they find it harder incorporate their life events. These individuals will potentially also have less redemptive endings to their narratives (McLean, 2008). Those with canonical narratives would feel validated within their cultures and those with non-canonical narratives will experience explicit and implicit understanding that they are not valued or accepted, which can have a negative effect on their narrative identity (McLean, 2008). Identity can be upheld by the community depending on the stories they tell. This can hold people hostage or pedestal them in a past self (Kulkarni, 2024). Objects and photos can be used to support those suffering with dementia to remember who they are by aiding memories which cannot be recalled from memory alone (Heersmink, 2022). Various narrative methods can be used to explore narrative identity, with interviews offering a rich data source but this is considered time-consuming and is critiqued for having the potential of researchers bias (Mackieson et al, 2018). Another issue is that individuals memories and meaning of events can change over time due to retrospection bias (Unterhitzenberger & Lawrence, 2022). Diaries are considered to remove retrospection bias as they are usually written on a day-to-day basis, although writers of diaries can become self-aware and start writing for a hidden audience, which would change the narrative (Murry, 2018). Autobiographies are often written about trauma. These can offer rich data with a beginning, a middle and an end, showing the researcher what came before the trauma, what was processed during and what the life lesson taught them and how it changed their narrative identity. However, these are often written for an audience and may have embellishment to entertain the reader, making them a slightly unreliable source (Bomsta,1995).
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