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





Identity, a key feature within an individual best defining their personal characteristics. It can be defined as ‘who a person is, or the qualities of a person or group that make them different from others’, which is an accordance with the Cambridge Dictionary, (Cambridge dictionary, 2013). In other words, individuals may consider identity to be a specific set of attributes that they possess and with that being said, these same attributes can also be shared among individuals within a social group for example. According to a study attempting to explore the concept of identity from a social psychology perspective, it suggested that identity is a specific form of social representation that forms the relationship between the individual and their everyday social environment, (Chryssochoou, 2003). Furthermore, the result of an individual having a sense of their own identity allows them to view themselves identically to their past, present and future state, (De meulemeester et al, 2017, pp 141-144).
analysing identity from an historical perspective, it has been previously stated by Philip Gleason, a professor of history at the university of Notre Dame, France, that the concept of identity in the 21st century had appeared in psychological research between the 1940’s to 1950’s, (Gleason, 1983). In addition to this, Gleason also suggested that prior to the second world war, ‘Identity’ was never used as a term to define who someone or something is and was rather used as a term to establish how two aspects of someone or something that were maintained consistently, (Gleason, 1983).
In terms of the relevant approaches used by individuals in order to understand identity, the narrative approach is highly regarded and can contribute towards the understanding of identity in a number of ways. The Narrative approach focuses much upon the structure, content and function of the stories which we as individuals tell one another. Furthermore, the Narrative approach to identity does differ significantly from other approaches such as the humanistic approach, which is due to the much greater emphasis it shows towards the connections between an individual and their social constructs, (Crossley, 2000). 
The aims and objectives of this essay are to explore how the narrative approach in psychology is able to contribute towards an overall understanding of identity. In order for this to be achieved, this essay will include the meaning and understanding of identity and will also critically evaluate the narrative approach, identifying each of the relevant methods used to study identity. The method primarily used within the essay will be interview based, including two examples which will establish the maintenance of identity. In addition to this, a number of the appropriate theories will be included within the essay, such as identity formation. By achieving this, it will strengthen the research already included and allow for a thorough and equally supported conclusion. 

A narrative approach within psychology is best defined and included within ‘A Narrative Approach to Health Psychology’ a perspective that suggests each individual has the ability of portraying pieces of information about themselves through storytelling. This suggests that by an individual exchanging these particular stories they are able to filter their everyday social interaction, (Murray, 1997, pp 9-12). In other words, a Narrative approach within psychology focuses primarily on the function, content and structure of the stories that individuals tell one another whilst interacting in a social context. The Narrative approach was introduced during the 1970’s by American psychologist Theodore R. Sarbin, a professor of psychology and criminology at the university of California. After extensive research by professor Sarbin, he published his first book in the 1980’s Narrative Psychology: The storied nature of human conduct, where in which he suggests that an individual’s behaviour is better conducted through stories, (Sarbin, 1986). 
Viewing the Narrative approach from a theoretical perspective, experimental psychologist Wilhelm Wundt, born in Mannheim Germany has been highly recognised due to his successful attempts in opening the first laboratory devoted to the purpose of psychology research alone, in Leipzig, Germany and conducted much of his work, including his Völkerpsychologie method, between the years 1879 to 1890, (Blumenthal & Danziger, 2001). Wundt has also been considered as the father of psychology, (Farr, 1983). In support of this statement, Wundt had been considered as the father of psychology mainly due to the fact that he segregated psychology from philosophy, which he achieved by analysing the individual’s mind with a much more structured process, (Balance et al, 1975, pp 287-289). 
Some may deem the work and perspective Wundt applied to psychology to be one of the main reasons why studies within the field of psychology from the 20th  century onwards may have improved in a number of ways, such as understanding human experiences in a much deeper context, perhaps through a Narrative approach. In support of this claim, American psychologist Gordon Allport developed a narrative project in the 1930’s based on examining the life stories of the refugees from Germany during the second world war through their, (Allport et al, 1941). Throughout his study he analysed the lives of each of the refuges attempting to have a clear understanding of their individual stories, thus a narrative approach. Therefore, based on that study provided, the narrative approach has been previously tested regarding the stories told by other individuals and researchers are doing this in as much depth and precision as possible. Furthermore, this is suggested as Allport decided to analyse the stories of each individual refugee in Germany during the second world war and not adopt any other types of method that may not have considered the individual’s personal stories. Perhaps a cognitive approach for example. 
In relation to the Narrative approach regarding the term identity, it can be defined as an individual’s embodied and ever evolving life story, which has integrated the individuals previously constructed past and visualised future. This is in support of Paul Ricoeur, who stated in his publication ‘Philosophy Today’ that narrative identity is “the sort of identity to which a human being has access thanks to the mediation of the narrative function”, (Ricoeur, 1991 pp 73-81). As a result of a narrative approach regarding identity, it will provide the individuals life with a certain degree of purpose and also unity. This is in accordance with psychology professor Dan P. McAdams, who developed his own journal article ‘Narrative Identity’ with his peer Kate C. Mclean, (McAdams & Mclean, 2011, pp 99-115). There are a number of narrative methods that can be used by researchers which may include narrative prompts, coding narratives, collecting narratives and asking questions in a narrative context, (Alder et al, 2017, pp 119-127). 
However, the narrative approach may be considered to have flaws within its framework. Dueto the nature of the approach, the outcome depends on the well-being of the individual. For example, someone who has previously had adverse life experiences is likely to incorporate them into their narratives, which may have a negative effect. However, on the other hand, someone may use their negative life experiences as an act of redemption which may lead to a positive effect on their narratives. Furthermore, whichever outcome appears to be the case, researchers won’t ever be able to establish the difference between the two. For example, a research cannot determine whether or not redemption can cause a better well-being or vice versa, (McAdams & Mclean, 2011, pp 99-115). 
Individuals can understand the function and maintenance of identity through a narrative approach. It is able to closely connect with the ways in which individuals are able to form and maintain their identity. In addition to McAdams research and work on the Narrative approach within the formation and maintenance of an individual’s identity, he has also claimed that researchers that have conducted recent studies based on narrative identity have considered a number of factors in much more detail. These may include psychological adaptation and psychological development for example, (McAdams & Mclean, 2011, pp 99-115). Furthermore, this indicates that within a narrative context, researchers are exploring the development of individuals in much more detail compared to how the process may have been perceived in previous years, which may be as a result of the growth and development of the approach with many individual’s adopting the various methods used as empirical evidence. 

In terms of a narrative interview-based method that can aid an individual in understanding the maintenance of identity, there are a number of previous researchers whom of which adopted and utilized this form of narrative method. According to Christopher Hall, he has suggested that a number of researchers have explored the narratives of social work patients using deeply constructed interviews, (Hardiess et al, 2015). As previously mentioned, this will allow the researcher to have a much firmer and clear understanding of the patient and as a result of this, it has the potential to not only benefit the researchers study but also the patient by potentially improving their health and well-being. An example of a narrative interview-based study may include an analysis conducted by Kathleen Wells which included the story of a mother whose child was situated into a care home and then returned home after they were able, (Wells, 2011). 
Throughout this analysis Wells conducts her own examination to determine how the mother establishes a narrative identity, which according to Wells is based on a “fundamental binary opposition of the absent frightening mother versus the present protective mother”, (Wells, 2011 pp 446). In other words, this statement indicates that the study’s aim and objective is to explore the mother’s functional identity at the date where her child had been placed into care and compare it to her functional identity when her child had returned home. With regards to this study, it appears to display a clear indication of the complex and characterized identities which associate with how the mother copes regarding the welfare system her child had been placed into. However, some may suggest that the majority of mothers who endure such a transitional period of experiencing their child being placed into a care home and later returning home may potentially show signs of gratitude and compassion, therefore meaning that the outcome of this study may have had an element of predictability to it, resulting in a negative reflection of a narrative method approach. With that being said, it is also important to note how the researcher established the transforming stories of the individual, rather than a fixed story. Furthermore, from a social care perspective, this may be seen of extreme importance as it questions technique’s they have adopted to provide an effective and efficient service.
In addition to another study with many similarities in terms of the narrative method used in the previously mentioned, Fay E. Martin also discussed another study based in the field of social work with regards to social work. Martin’s study was conducted in 1998 and attempted to elaborate on a particular circumstance where in which young individuals who were moving on from their care homes were urged to become vocal of their own personal stories, which the researcher could then note whilst in the presence of the participant’s, (Martin, 1998 pp 1-12). Once this had been achieved, it had been highlighted that each of the participant’s returned for a second session where they were required to view and edit their story and their share it within a social group among the other participants, which may be defined as narrative construction. In other words, the term narrative construction is where an individual is able to understand each and every element that complete their story, (Rivera & Sarbin, 1998). 
Furthermore, this form of narrative construction may have highlighted the spirited nature of a narrative method. With regards to the purpose of this particular study, it may be considered that the participants benefited due to the fact that they not only produced their own personal story but were also able to reflect upon it when questioned by other participants. In support of this, Martin suggested that due to this narrative interview-based process, the participants “found themselves in the telling, experienced themselves as creating themselves and as recovering themselves from the stories that had been told them”, (Martin, 1998 pp 9). However, a possible limitation to this may have been that the participants were only questioned by other participants whom of which were all a part of the same process. This may have led to repetitive questioning and a lack of depth in terms of the questions being asked. Nevertheless, the overall nature and purpose of this study indicated the complexity of a narrative approach and displayed commiserating pictures regarding the service social work provides to patients. 
Moving on from a narrative interview-based method, identity formation is another key feature that can be of contribution towards individuals in order for them to have a clear and firm understanding of how identity can be formed. This was thoroughly included within a journal article published by Klimstra & van Doeselaar in 2017 labelled ‘Identity formation in adolescence and young adulthood’, (Kilmstra & Doeselaar, 2017 pp 293-308). Identity formation has previously been defined as one element within personality development. In relation to this, the five-factor theory and the core v surface trait model both expresses the distinction between tendencies such as personality traits and identity development, (McCrae & Costa, 2008), (Asendorpf & van Aken, 2003). With regards to identity formation in adolescence and young adulthood as an example, the multi-layered model suggests that a child’s behaviour is driven by basic tendencies and during the later childhood stages, behaviour is driven by goals and motivations. From an adolescent lens, an individual’s behaviour is driven through how they perceive themselves, such as their own narrative identity which they have formed since early childhood, (McAdams et al, 2014). Furthermore, the perception an individual will have upon themselves will mainly depend on their characteristics and behaviour up until this point and once their identity has become solidified, there traits can also be affected. In other words, if an individual perceives themselves as helpful and reliable, they are likely to adapt to this behaviour, (Kilmstra & Doeselaar, 2017 pp 293-308). 
However, the social investment principle suggests that changes to personality during an individual’s young adulthood tend to be caused by them committing to new roles within an adult context, (Roberts et al, 2005 pp 166-184) which may be perhaps their first job in employment. In other words, the more commitment an individual display towards their new roles during late adulthood, the more likely they then become to adapt themselves to it. Furthermore, the social investment principle also indicates that alterations in the identity process, such as commitment also alter the individual’s personality. According to previous research, identity formation is a useful and possibly effective method used for understanding the formation and maintenance of identity. It provides a clear explanation as to how identity traits can alter with age and is linked with personality development. However, what identity formation within adolescence and young adulthood doesn’t consider is how the identity was formed at the earlier stages. It suggests that changes as likely to be made such as commitment once an individual has achieved their first job, yet changes can possibly be made during the adolescence period. However, with that being said, some may argue that if these changes were to be made earlier during the adolescence period, it would still indicate that the process would remain the same. This is due to identity formation from adolescence to young adulthood doesn’t label a specific age where it begins, but only through experiences. 

To conclude this essay, the narrative approach can provide individuals with an understanding of identity, including how it can be formed and maintained. The narrative approach has a deep embedded history and allowed psychologists to delve into human experiences, which in turn led to the development of the approach. The approach has been defined as an individual’s embodied and ever evolving life story, which has integrated the individuals previously constructed past and visualised future. However, the implications suggested within the essay were that narratives depend upon an individual’s well-being; therefore, this will determine the result of the positive or negative narratives of an individual. Despite even negative narratives having a potentially positive effect, there is still an element of uncertainty directed towards the researchers as they can never be certain of the outcome of an individual’s narrative. 
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