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

[bookmark: _GoBack]Narrative identity can be described as a selective and subjective recollection of an individual’s own personal experiences. This approach to identity is used for the telling of stories in order to entertain others, the development of connections from each other’s experiences and explain ‘the self’ (McLean & Syed, 2019). The formation of narrative identity starts within adolescence as cognition starts to develop into adulthood. With this maturity, children begin to understand how stories are supposed to look and can even piece coherent and meaningful narratives about their past which continues with complexity into adult life (Reese et al., 2016). Previous research has identified that the reason for this development in children is from parent-child interactions where the children are taught by their parents to tell stories about themselves as they are perceived as storytelling ‘experts’ by the child (McLean & Lilgendahl, 2019). These stories can help explain how the ‘self’ of yesterday has become the ‘self’ of today and which will become the ‘self’ of tomorrow (Lengelle & Meijers, 2013). This essay will critically discuss and evaluate how a narrative approach can contribute to explaining how people construct and negotiate identity.
 Research conducted by personality psychologists have found contributing evidence on narrative methods of identity that compiles reconstructions of past events, the present, and imagined future by providing a sense of meaning (Adler et al., 2017). Nonetheless, there are still many questions wondering what narrative is and how to use it. Adler et al. (2017) describes narrative as a way in which people understand their experiences and how they perceive themselves, as well as how individuals create these stories that reflect their lives in efforts at meaning-making. Narrative methods allow the examination of the extent that individuals believe their life stories are meaningful, which they can then re-enact.
Narrative analysis (NA) can recognise that individuals make sense of the world around them by creating stories for themselves (Bailey-Rodriguez et al., 2018). The way in which people decide to tell their stories may differ depending on who they are telling it to, as well as other additional factors such as the time period for example, immediately after or many years on. But narrative analysis’ focal point is what the person telling the story chooses to include. All aspects of the story are providing an insight for the researcher about how the individual understands their own identity from past life events (Bailey-Rodriguez et al., 2018). Bailey-Rodriguez et al. (2018) expressed that the method of narrative analysis is suitable for investigating how people construct their own identity. This construction of identity derives from the Social Learning Theory, as this explains how people associate themselves in a certain way from identifying themselves with other social groups (Bruner et al., 2017).
	One of the most commonly used methods used by narrative analysts are semi-structured interviews (Bailey-Rodriguez et al., 2018) as they inspire participants to discuss their own experiences. However, this can also be achieved by diaries and autobiographies. Although, what is important is not only what the individual is saying, but also how they decide to say it. Narrative methods have been used in hope that they would enable the understanding of one's authentic identity, (Bamberg, 2020) as the narrative questions are interested in the story’s content, the emotional language used to explain that story, themes that may be associated with it and structural coherence (Adler et al. 2017). For example, highlighting personal experiences within narrative methods can focus on themes or patterns of meaning-making such as previous drug abuse, illnesses or inequalities etc, (Bamberg, 2020) as they have a high level of emotional significance to the individual telling their story (Bruner et al., 2017). However, in the attempt of engaging participants in self-confessed accounts of their own experience, interview strategies were criticised for unknowing whether the participants were disclosing true identities of themselves. 
Social media has become a forefront aspect in modern society that enables people to view a variety of different identities, socialisation and romantic development (Bates et al., 2019). This platform enables adolescents and adults the opportunity to share their own personal experiences with others, especially for LGBTQ+ individuals who may share sexuality-relevant information which can allow these individuals to present a preferred version of themselves to the world. The LGBTQ+ community can use this platform to ask questions to help understand who they are, as they seek information about what they are feeling (Fox & Ralston, 2016). The content in which the LGBTQ+ community may come across within different socio-cultural dynamics could influence the development of their narrative identity (Bates et al., 2019). 
As sexual identity can be important for identity development, three different narrative analysis interview studies aimed to examine how LGBTQ+ individuals integrated internet access into their own identity development (Bates et al., 2019; Fox & Ralston, 2016; Kuper & Mustanski, 2014). Bates et al. (2019) conducted their study to amongst LGBTQ+ undergraduates as their identities may not conform to the norm, who had consistent social media access during their adolescence. The study consisted of each participant taking part in a semi structured interview, which were then analysed individually before being analysed amongst each other to investigate common ‘themes’ across each person’s narrative. Each participant was questioned on the amount social media shaped their identity but as it was participant-centred, each person was able to focus on the aspects that they found most important. Each participant was also asked to describe any critical points where they began to understand and negotiate their sexual orientation, and how they made sense of these life experiences. The themes that were highlighted throughout each interview were then linked by similar and contrasting narratives through a thematic analysis. The study found that amongst the individuals who participated, several common narrative themes were constructed as each one spoke about finding social media a ‘safe’ environment to be themselves and individuality. Also, the findings also showed that social media creates a positive role for LGBTQ+ individuals’ narrative identity development due to various learning experiences and meaning making (Bates et al., 2019). This learning experiences enabled the LGBTQ+ youth in this present study to feel more secure about their authentic self and were able to project their identity. However, there were limitations to this study as the population consisted of mainly white individuals who already identified themselves as openly ‘out’. As well as the undergraduates were recruited from a university that was notorious for its inclusion of diversity. Therefore, the overwhelming positivity displayed for feeling ‘safe’ could be due to their accepting environment. Suggestions for future research could be to explore narrative identity amongst younger individuals who may not feel as ‘open’ as the participants in this study but also minority groups such as black individuals or LGBTQ+ individuals that come from religious backgrounds. Despite that, the narrative interview itself appears to be a successful way to understand differences in peoples stories of identity development.
Fox and Ralston’s (2016) study was very similar to Bates et al. (2019). They found that their sample of random individuals used a substantial amount of social media, especially during the sensitive stages of the ‘coming out’ process due to fear of being stigmatized. These individuals chose to remain anonymous during their learning experiences of their identity but acknowledged learning from internet socialisation from peers and LGBTQ+ celebrities (Fox & Ralston, 2016). Despite the success of the narrative interview, there were limitations to this study as this sample was also mainly white. Although there were some university students amongst the participants, their approach to participants was open to all people who identify as a sexual minority which included various subcategories of gender labelling. Therefore, some subgroups were under-represented.
Finally, Kuper and Mustanski’s (2014) study was slightly more open in terms of participants as 78% were racial/ethnic minorities. Their experiment also followed a similar layout to Bates et al. (2019) and Fox and Ralston (2016), however their findings were not as positive. Out of the four participants, each one reported that they had received homophobic remarks and rejection which was when they were most likely to turn to social media support due to lack of offline support and connection. This was also shown to impact their trust for other online LGBTQ+ users and more easily influenced by negative views online. As these findings were not shown within the other studies, this could be due to the differences in culture and ethnicity.
Another method for analysing narrative identity comes from the use of individual diaries or journals; also known as autobiographies, as they provide valuable data based on the record of one’s own experiences, thoughts and feelings from a first persons perspective without imposing on the individual (Rezaei, 2017). For diary research on narrative identity, participants must remain motivated in order to maintain the diary as this requires patience and skill. A potential issue with analysing narrative identity from a diary is recruiting participants who would be willing to commit to completing a diary on a day-to-day basis. As this can be deemed as quite difficult, this is the reason for the lack of diary-based narrative identity studies, as well as researchers preferring to conduct interviews as it is less time consuming for the participant (Rezaei, 2017). Limitations to diary studies could be that they can contain extremely personal accounts of life events that could not be delivered to the researcher. Also, the relevance of the stories kept in the individuals diary may not be relevant to what the researcher is investigating. Also, diary studies differ from interviews as they are often conducted for one participant which could question the reliability and validity of the outcomes. 
Diaries are not often used for scientific research as their purpose is mainly for personal use (Kenton, 2010). The nature of the content some individuals may narrate in their diaries may not be for an audience as it is personal to themselves however, some individuals may decide to publish their personal diaries which are later referred to as autobiographies. 
A study was conducted amongst twenty-three LGBTQ+ individuals to examine diary-based narratives of their sexual identity. Prior to providing narratives in diary-form, the participants underwent a semi-structured interview to discuss their general experiences of their sexuality (Kenten, 2010). Once being informed on the type of information required from them to record in the diary, fourteen individuals agreed to provide a diary before being re-interviewed about their diaries a while later. A limitation to this study however is that as each participant is directed with what they should write in order to provide the right information, this may affect the individuals account as they may not feel that they are including the right information (Kenten, 2010). Although this may have been the reasoning for the follow-up interview. However, this may also help guide the writer on what to include, should they feel as though they have nothing to say. For example, the interviewer may ask the writer to explain how they ‘came out’, which could be too vague and therefore enable sub-questions such as ‘when did you come out?’ or ‘who did you come out to and what was their reaction?’. During the diary interview, the participants were asked how they felt about completing a diary about their identity as a member of the LGBTQ+ community. Several participants highlighted that they found it difficult as they were not ‘out’ or as ‘open’ about their sexuality. Therefore, they found it a challenge to ensure their diary was always hidden or safe to prevent somebody from reading it. This may have also impacted the content of the diaries as some participants may feel more withdrawn about how much detail they wished to provide in fear that someone else would read it. Despite this specific study not highlighting diary methods or narrative identity alone, the diary interview together does open more opportunity to investigate people’s narratives further (Kenten, 2010). However, the benefits of this method are that it can offer a deeper insight into the individuals narratives that other methods would not. Kenten (2010) explains that diary studies should move past previous health and food diaries and begin to examine a larger variety of personal experiences, also the duration that the diary is in use and the frequency should also be acknowledged.
Another diary-based study was conducted by Thomas (2006) focusing on the emotional well-being of HIV/AIDS positive individuals. Thomas (2006) explains that one of the main reasons for conducting diary studies was for the participants who did not feel comfortable sharing their negative personal experiences with others as they could be considered shameful. As the risk of upsetting the individual carrying the illness, diaries provide a major advantage to gain access to the individuals thoughts and feelings and avoiding the potential harm inflicted on the individual. Over the years, previous research on individuals with this illness had used interview methods which offered a more reflective narrative, therefore the benefits of diary studies in these circumstances are possibly much more beneficial to understanding the feelings of one’s own identity after contracting this disease by viewing their day-to-day thoughts about themselves. This is because before contracting this disease, it is likely that these individuals had an imagined future for themselves which, before medication, could have been cut short. Therefore, these diary studies suggest being very useful for examining the challenges that everyone is currently going through, rather than a general reflection of the population and looking back on these events years later when they are less emotionally daunting.
To conclude, overall it appears that narrative methods of exploring identity are successful in obtaining a well-rounded story of a person’s experience rather than methods such as questionnaires, as narratives provide an openness to listening to each person’s story as their own. Rather than trying to narrow every person’s experience into one category. As for interview methods exploring narrative identity these could suggest less reliability, for the recollection of past events may not be provided immediately after or when they are fresh in the memory. Therefore, this involves more reflection, and with this may become less accuracy as the individual is trying to remember how they were feeling at the time they were discovering themselves. As people are always trying to remember the good from their past and forget the bad, reflecting on past experiences may not demonstrate a true reflection of how they were feeling at the time. For example, feelings of depression or distraught may be remembered as ‘down’ or ‘sadness’, so not as honest or accurate. However, despite this, the method of interviews shows great validity for the amount of information they receive from the individual as they can continue to ask deeper sub-questions until they achieve the type of in-depth answers they were looking for. Also, should an individual feel uncomfortable speaking about their feelings this may also impact how well they are able to provide an account of their stories.
As for diary/autobiography methods of narrative identity, these indicate a great way of providing a detailed narrative of their past experiences and identity as they are free to explain as much or as little detail as they wish when they are ready to at any time of day. For individuals who may not feel comfortable speaking about their feelings some people may find it much easier to write them down rather than saying them aloud. However, as previously mentioned completing a diary may be difficult for those who do not enjoy writing. Another benefit for the diaries is the ability to go back and change the way a story was told or to add more information and take some away, as they may later decide they do not want to tell the researcher certain personal details. This may not be available for interview studies once the participant has left the researcher. Also, the diary method is a great way of providing a detailed emotional account of an event during the time where emotional reactions might be heightened and recite a true reflection of how these events affected their identity, in comparison to interview methods when emotional reactions may have declined.
Overall, this research suggests that a narrative approach to explaining how people understand their own identity is positive for accessing and gaining information to research personal experiences which can be used for case studies or population studies.
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