The Narrative Psychological Approach: 
A view of how people construct and negotiate identity.

As humans our sense of self is derived from a reflective view of our personal characteristics, or physical qualities that differentiate us from others, and make us an individual (James, 1890). Erikson, (1963) suggests however the construction of a meaningful Identity, arises through a psychosocial process, that continues as we move through the stages of life, seeking self-understanding and self -development.This occurs in the context of our emotions, and the influence of our families and peers, and the roles and responsibilities we adopt. Also, the wider cultural societies we find ourselves inhabiting, all of which combine to create the identity we place on ourselves. As our life progresses we create life stories, born form our life experiences, and it is suggested in the work of McAdams, 1987; Bruner 1986; & Sarbin,1986, that these narratives are our identity, and a fundamental way of making sense of and knowing and understanding ourselves.

        In the 21st century we have seen an explosion of narrative in all forms, surrounding us through television, social media, and publications. This surfeit of narrative helps us to view our personal problems in the context of the public issues of the day, they enable us to examine matters from a different perspective (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, (Eds.) 2013). However, with the advent of so much reality television problems of authenticity and honesty may arise and be misleading to viewers.  Chase (2005), warns caution needs to be applied as we see a fascination with spectacular stories, and Eccelestone (2007) voices concerns that young people feel led to share life stories and emotional issues on public platforms.  Consequently, the high profile of all narrative has prompted a great deal of social research, with a significant emphasis being placed on the role of narrative research and the use of a narrative psychological approach in therapy (Bathmaker, 2010). 

        This study looks at some of the theories as to how identity is developed and how we as individuals use different forms of narrative to project our understanding of self and our identity. Different forms of narrative will be considered and explored to illustrate how a narrative psychological approach has proven effective in several studies. Finally, an evaluation will be made as to how using a narrative psychological approach can contribute to explaining how we build and circumnavigate our identity through the life span. 

        Creating an identity is a vital not only because is enables us to understand ourselves, but because our identity fashions our behaviour and the things we do, and this consequently enables others to in turn understand how to respond to us (McCarthey & Moje, 2002). Identity theory suggests there are two distinct areas of influence contributing to the construction of identity. Those of symbolic interaction as put forward by H Blumer in 1969, and the perceptual control system presented by WT Powers in 1973.  Blumer’s symbolic interactionism proposes three arguments, firstly, people’s reaction to things are proportionate to the meaning the thing has to them. Secondly, these meanings arise out of interaction we have with others. Thirdly, we handle these meanings via a process of interpretation of the things we encounter. Aksan, Kısac, Aydın, and Demirbuken (2009) explain it this way, we inhabit not only a real natural world but also a symbolic dimension. Wherein, we use shared symbols in our minds in an interactive manner, to help process and stimulate complimentary meanings and values.  Objects have no meaning on their own, it is derived from social action. Consequently, symbolic interaction is the interpretation of actions between people, and establishing facts. However, the Perceptual control system put forward by Powers (1973), suggests, our behaviour is always purposed, and we select the purpose through our mind and thoughts not by means of the environment. So, we might change our behaviour to make our perception of the meaning of a behaviour to fit within our acceptable standard. In this way we can control our perception of the world and maintain boundaries that are acceptable to ourselves and the standards we choose to adopt. 

        Historically narratives particularly in written form were the more established sacred works of religion. However, in the last century narrative has progressed to more personal accounts of historical events. Describing as they happen the effects and struggles imposed daily on individuals as they live through experiences, such as a war. These narratives often serve to connect events and create an overall picture of the world at a given point in time. (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, (Eds.). 2013).  Paul Ricoeur (1997) suggests everyday language and its social context influences the nature of storytelling used, and it is our combined memories and experiences, shared through narrative that creates our recollection of events. Whilst Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, (2013) suggest, although most stories derive from personal experience, they may often include an account of the social and cultural environment. It is also suggested that the listener also has an influence on the story as it is told by the individual. So narrative research contains many layers, is collaborative and constructed with differing participants 


       Constructing narrative inquiry is not new, as humans we have always recounted our lives through storytelling, and the retelling of these stories, with favourite stories being recounted many times over the years (McAdams & McLean 2013). The events we talk about and stories we share, oftentimes repeatedly, create meaning to our world, and our interaction with others, as we live together in our communities (Pinnegar & Daynes 2007). In addition to the spoken word the written word remains a popular medium for narrative enquiry whether with the publication of biographies or the more personal diaries or journals. Alternatively, the narrative can be prompted in the form of an interview, either by a researcher or therapist who is likely to use a non-directive approach with no ﬁxed agenda, allowing the interviewee to control the course and content of the narrative (Anderson & Kirkpatrick, 2016). Or in a radio or television interview or documentary where the narrative of a person’s experience is able to resonate and connect with viewers, such as in the case of John Suchet, who gave interviews about his wife’s deterioration from dementia (Nursing Standard 2013). Whilst usually displaying a temporal order of presentation, narratives can display a rupture or breakdown of normal temporal event order. This can often be caused by an unexpected or traumatic event that in turn produces an immediate reaction and change in the persons narrative.  (Reissman, 2008)




        Narrative identity is seen to be Important for our wellbeing, and as such, understanding how we develop the skills to construct our life stories is essential. More recent research from Habermas & de Silveira (2008) suggests we commence creating narratives in our late childhood and in increase in competency over the years to display more substantial cause and effect in our narratives. As we reach adulthood, we often subscribe to a biographical master narrative, which can often be considered as being predominantly cultural in nature. These narratives suggest what, how, and when, certain events are expected to occur and in what order in a person’s life story, giving them a pre prescribed identity. This may be gendered, such as when a woman might see her main identity as mother, she may accept this identity and reinforce it or may choose to change her master narrative and instead create another. These alternative narratives create a new route for determining their identity. However, although changing master references can occur culture dictates robust ground rules, and this will include that master narratives remain in place. Furthermore, as more members of society deviate from master narrative a shift in cultural movement and the master narrative is possible (McLean, Boggs, Haraldsson, Lowe, Fordham, Byers, & Syed, 2019).




 
 

        In recent decades narrative enquiry has increased in prevalence throughout social research. Being a qualitative research method, it involves a level of natural interpretation of information. This encompasses a relationship between the researcher and the subject, to achieve a level of understanding that may elicit change in both parties. (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). The data is the narrative itself which focuses on specific experience, setting and people. Rather than making general conclusions, narrative research enables us to explore not one explanation or understanding of events but rather establishes and confirms there are many ways to express and interpret our human experience. Furthermore, Data from narrative is a singular source which being a unique perspective retains greater authenticity of real life over the generalization of a large group .As such narrative research provides an insight into more marginalised lives and histories not often given  a voice or platform for documentation (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). 


        To address the questions of self and our identity Crossley (2000a), suggests narrative psychology contributes four psychological areas, experimental based social psychology, humanistic psychology, psychoanalytical or psychodynamic psychology and the social constructivist approach.  Crossley (2000), formulated a new narrative psychological approach, of the previous four this derives mainly from a social constructionist stance, which recognises the central role language and stories play in the construction of our self-identity. The differences in the NPA illustrate significant implications for the psychological experience of the client. It does not however subscribe to all social constructionist approaches, such as discourse analysis whose assumptions of realism are now considered misguided. 



         The narrative psychological approach is centred on the development of an understanding of the single ‘order of meaning’ in our human consciousness (Crossley,2000). One feature of this being our experience of time and temporal things in relation to actions. All human experience has meaning, which arises from our understanding and explanation of the time and sequence of actions. To correctly interpret events, we must know the time and sequence in which things happen. The order in which things occur is crucial to this understanding and an accurate representation of ourselves is linked by our position within the temporal and our identity (Crossley, 2000). Another characteristic important to our ‘order of meaning’ is relationships, not only human ones but also animals, along with whom we can often share an enjoy through our sensory abilities an openness and awareness of the world within which we live. We experience objects and actions, but much more as we interpret events occurring around us through our relationships and connectivity to someone or something, thereby inferring a meaning (Crossley,2000; Polkinghorne 1988).

 


        Carr (1986) and Sarbin(1986a), suggest human psychology has an innate narrative composition. Sarbin (1986b), suggests there is a ‘narratory principle’ whereby as humans we think, discern, picture, co-exist and display agency in our morality all within a narrative structure or story line. This also displays a temporal line, our story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. The work of Charles Taylor in 1989 further stresses developing an understanding of self, as inherent to the temporal, our connection with others and our moral stance. Taylor contends that, our concept and understanding of ourselves and morality are inseparable, our self-identity, is defined by things that have significance to ourselves. Also, our identity or self must be in relation to others creating a connection with what we consider good or important to ourselves and the community to which we belong to. We seek to establish basic principles and an understanding of a worthwhile and meaningful life as opposed to one that is meaningless.


 

        The narrative psychological approach can effectively be applied to many different forms of narrative. Biographies and memoirs are lengthy life stories containing narratives that may transcend many years. A well-documented example of this is the powerful autobiography of Nick Flynn whose memoirs can be considered an art form. In Philip Helsels journal article (2011), he uses the narrative psychological approach to study Flynn’s memoirs and uncovers multiple explanations and theories on how Flynn has constructed and reconstructed his identity over the years. How his troubled relationship with his father continued to affect him through his life span, and how Flynn himself puts value on his writing as being useful to other people who like him find themselves hurting or in need. This important story made into a film in 2012 and published as a book in 2017 is described by book critics as an urgent and timely piece of work. However narrative psychology is as relevant and important for ordinary people whose life may be less eventful but is still punctuated with the normal stresses, traumas and crisis that occur in or life span and are told and documented in their stories.
 
        In the article when ‘Mary went through the hole:’ by Diane Tye (2017) the narrative psychological approach explored how two siblings in their eighties had constructed a whole family identity on biased accounts of a memorable event in their childhood. The narrative is seen to reveal how their memories had been patterned by their adult experiences, and interpretation of positioning in the family,  However using the narrative  may have not always be effective, if shared stories are viewed from different perspectives it may cause division. The narrative therapy used here provided a way for the brother and sister to express their individual identities and seek a new way forward in a previously fractured relationship. 


        Using the narrative psychological approach, it is possible to recapture how our individuality and identity are embedded in our culture and its conventions, whilst still upholding our personal and internalised self- experience. The approach can be used to analyses themes and organise a life story, which is usually grouped around a recurring subject. These themes may become evident if when questioned the storyteller projects a philosophy or opinion that is itself an identity. key narratives develop out of important events in the storyteller’s life, and if told repeatedly, can change and become more defined as the narrative is retold. We then see our story become a well-rehearsed anecdote to use describe and defend our opinions and behaviours (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, (Eds.) 2013). 

        In conclusion It seems apparent that a core theme of a narrative psychological approach is the essential link between self-experience, relationships, the temporal and our morality. Crossley (2000) proposes the narrative psychological approach provides an efficient therapy to enable individuals discover a way in which the self and our identities are grounded in our cultural construct of language and understanding. During this process we can continue supporting a sense of meaningful, personal, and internalised sense of our natural self-identity. So, as we examine the connection between ourselves, our experience, and the temporal, our sense of who we are as individuals is derived from where we have taken a stand in relation to what is good. Consequently, our notion of good, our understanding of our self and the stories through which we make sense of our life and our conception of society are all evolving together (Charles Taylor, 1989). The use of a narrative psychological approach to therapy centres on these stories told in the course of social interaction occurring in our daily lives. It examines the structure of these stories, the meaning contained within them, and the reason that drives and purposes them (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, (Eds.). 2013). Therapists using the narrative psychological approach can are then able work with clients to re-story their lives, looking to establish more positive ways to narrate and portray negative emotional events. (McAdams & McLean, 2013).
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