Narratives and Storytelling in
Qualitative Research
30 April and 1 May 2020

Welcome and introductions
‘The study of narrative is the
study of the way humans
experience the world.’
(Connelly and Clandinin, 1990: 2)
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Housekeeping
• Please ensure your audio is muted
• If you would like to ask a question, please type an
‘s’ in the chat box, or type your question there
• Please ensure you return promptly from breaks
• Please fully participate in the breakout session
‘workshop activities’ and be prepared to
feedback your experiences to the rest of the
group if requested

DAY 1

Day 1
schedule

10.00 – 10.15

Welcome, housekeeping and introductions

10.15 – 11.00

What is narrative inquiry?

The principles of narrative inquiry

Why use stories in research?

Narrative thinking and reflective thought

11.00 – 11.30

Workshop 1: Discuss how and why you might use narratives in your
research

11.30 – 12.00

Break

12.00 – 12.30

Theories of narrative inquiry

12.30 – 13.00

Forms of narrative: interviews, life histories, journals, (auto)biography,
autoethnography, photos, artefacts, social media, blogs.

13.00 – 13.30

Workshop 2: Part I - write your own story

13.30

Close of day 1

What is narrative inquiry?
• The principles of narrative inquiry
• Why use stories in research?
• Narrative thinking and reflective
thought

The principles
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Qualitative method focusing on understanding of a
phenomenon or experience
Does not formulate logical or scientific explanations
Changes the question – ‘how do I know the truth?’
To – ‘How do we come to endow experience with meaning?’
(Richard Rorty, philosopher)
Narrative is a vital human activity that structures experience
and gives it meaning
Allows for collaboration between researcher and participant
Involves reflexivity
Contains a plot, characters, and settings

What
distinguishes
narrative as a
mode of
inquiry?

• Process: a narrator or participant tells or
narrates
• Product: the story / narrative told
• Means by which you gather data
• Form of data gathered
• Form in which you might write up your
research

Why use stories in research?
• You gain access to the personal
experiences of the storyteller
• They frame, highlight and reveal life
as experiences in a narrative structure
• This story is the unit of analysis

Questions
• What does the term ‘story’ mean to
you in the context of narrative
research?
• What are the challenges in convincing
audiences of the value of research
called stories?

Stories or
narratives?

•
•

•
•
•

Often used interchangeably
Story: more appropriate when speaking in a familiar,
personal or conversational way
Narrative: a particular genre with formal characteristics
A story is always a narrative, but narrative structure is not
limited to story
Story = ‘A narrative structure that organizes or emplots
human events. It is a construction by the teller or narrator.’
(Kramp, 2004: 106)

Context
• In qualitative research we focus on context
• Narrator’s use of context to connect and
situate experiences so they structure ‘life
as experienced’
• Time and place provide a setting for plot
and character
• Disparate events are made meaningful
• A narrative is constructed

What makes a good narrative?
• Narrative relies on criteria other than validity,
reliability, and generalizability
• Not striving for causality (i.e. cause and
effect)
• Focus on ‘the whole’
• The overall narrative: on ‘change from
“beginning” to “end”.’ (Polkinghorne, 1988:
116)
• How do we go-between the whole and the
detail when writing?

Narrative thinking and reflective
thought
• Stories preserve memories, prompt reflections,
connect past and present, and envision our
future
• Narratives reflect:
– Perspective of narrator
– Intentionality of narrator
– Point of view of narrator

• The researcher is not an objective bystander

Reflexivity
•
•
•
•

Feminist writers and
ethnographers challenged
the authority of research
data
‘The view from nowhere
was always in fact a view
from somewhere.’ (Spencer,
2001: 444)
Awareness of our own role
strengthens our critical
reflection
The researcher’s
experiences, feelings,
values, beliefs and social
position are important

Designing a narrative inquiry 1
• Careful articulation of what you want to know
• Listening and re-listening to participants’
stories
• Reading and re-reading your analysis and
interpretation of stories
• And your final account and presentation of
findings
• Can be laborious and time-consuming

Designing a narrative inquiry 2
• Interviews are recorded and
transcribed
• Gives the narrator personal freedom
and choice in telling their story
• Research access, collaborative
research and building relationships is
important

Empowering relationships involve feelings of
“connectedness” that are developed in situations of
equality, caring and mutual purpose, and intention.’
(Hogan, 1988: 12)

Participant and researcher narratives become ‘a
shared narrative construction and reconstruction
through the inquiry.’
(Connelly and Clandinin, 1990: 5)

•

Questions to
consider 1

Is narrative inquiry appropriate for answering your
research question and addressing aims?
– I.e. focus on describing the phenomenon, not explaining it
– Can help ‘give voice’ to powerless groups/individuals

•
•

Could it be used alongside other methods as part of a
mixed methods study?
Which forms of narrative are useful for your study?

• Do you have access to participants?

Questions to
consider 2

– Can you foster (long-term) collaborative
relationships with them?

• Will you also become part of the process?
– Are you prepared for a shared narrative
construction?

• How will you analyse your data?

Workshop 1:
Discuss how and why you
might use narratives in your
research.

25 minute break

Theories of narrative inquiry
• Ways of knowing
• Approaches
• Narrative theory

Ways of knowing 1
•

Narrative inquiry as a research method > is a ‘way of knowing’
•

•

‘Narrative is the fundamental scheme for linking individual human
actions and events into interrelated aspects of an understandable
composite… a meaning structure that organizes events and human
actions into a whole, thereby attributing significance to individual
actions and events according to their effect on the whole.’
(Polkinghorne, 1988: 13-14)
Fills the space between what happened and what it means

Ways of knowing 2
• Jerome Bruner (1986) Actual Minds,
Possible Worlds
• Two types of cognition: paradigmatic
and narrative
• Narrative inquiry is predicated on the
narrative way of knowing
• Differences in the paradigmatic and
narrative modes of knowing

Paradigmatic knowing
• Answers Rorty’s question, ‘How do we come to know
the truth?’
• Based on positivist assumptions and driven by
reasoned hypotheses
• Rigid principle or law, abstraction or generalization
• Information used to predict human behaviour or natural
forces
• Pursues empirical truth and requires logical proof:
– Logical proof is singular – i.e. there cannot be two equally
credible accounts

• The observable: what is seen, heard, etc.

Narrative knowing
• Responds to Rorty’s question, ‘How do we come to endow
experience with meaning?’
• Grounded in context and built on concern for the human
condition
• Results in a story which is structured but flexible
• Attends to the personal and particular
• We interpret experience and events as told
• Alternative meanings are accepted
• Narrative inquiry as a by-product of narrative knowing:
– Interested in determining the meaning of a particular experience
or event for the one who had it

The power of stories
• Whoever controls the narrative has the power
• Tedx Talk by Professor Gretchen Busl
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rNuzkAos
EDw
• We watch a short clip of her talk (1.10 mins
6.30 mins on narrative paradigm)

Approaches
• Constructivist stance in qualitative
research:
– To grasp phenomena in a holistic way
– To understand phenomena within context
– To emphasize immersion in and
comprehension of human meaning

Narrative theory
• Structural analysis (see Labov, 1973): focus on story
grammar
• Sociology of stories approach (see Plummer, 1996):
focus on cultural, historical and political context in
which particular stories are (or can be) told by whom
and to whom (e.g. coming out stories)
• Functional approach (see Bruner, 1990): focus on
what work particular stories do in people lives

Forms of narrative
• What does narrative mean to
qualitative researchers?
• Examples of narrative
• New sources

What does narrative mean for
qualitative researchers?
• An ambiguous term
• Traditionally understood in a general way
inclusive of various responses
• I.e. short answers to questions, write-ups of
field notes, transcriptions of interviews, case
studies and autobiographies
• Examples of the forms that narrative data can
take…

Field notes
•
•

•
•

•
•

Collected through participant
observation in a shared setting
Notes as recording of
construction of events
‘Active recording’
The ways in which we see the
researcher expressing personal
practical knowing in their work
Events can be recorded without
the researcher's interpretation
‘Thick description’ (Geertz, 1973)

Interviews
• The unstructured interview or narrative
interview
• Conducted between researcher and participant
• Recorded and transcripts are made
• Data can be made available for further
discussion
• Usually involves collaboration and co-production
of final narrative
• Becomes part of the ongoing narrative record

Example: stories of hate crime postBrexit vote (see Lumsden et al. 2019)
•

•

•

•

People were acting like they’ve had unloaded gun in their pockets – they knew they
can make us feel unpleasant … it was unloaded but it was shown to us… so it was
that unwritten and unsaid situation that was making me … careful if you know what
I mean. (Interviewee 4, Polish, in UK since 2004/5)
His mum called him and he just texted her saying ‘I can’t speak to you now; I’ll call
when I get back home’. When he got home he said to her that the taxi driver made
such a horrific comment that he was scared to speak to his mum in Polish.
(Interviewee 1, Polish, in UK since 2005)
[They] won’t leave the house unless they go shopping to Tesco or Wilkinson or
Poundland…never been in coffee shop… been in the UK for eight years but never
went to coffee shop…because they don’t feel confident or because they try before
and something bad happened. (Interviewee 1, Polish, female, in UK since 2005)
I don’t feel welcome here after Brexit ... And I see the beauty of my country and
every time I just come back from that crying – I want to go home. (Interviewee 2, in
UK since 2006)

Journals, storytelling and
letter writing
• Journals: made by participants in practical setting:
– Made by both participants, researchers or practitioners

• Storytelling: an individual's lived stories:
– Told by participants as they describe work and explain
actions
– Note of caution: the tendency to explain through stories
can easily be misinterpreted as establishing causal links

• Letter writing: way of engaging in written dialogue
between researcher and participants

•

•

•

(Auto)biographical writing: a form of writing that
makes the researcher’s experiences a topic of
investigation
Autoethnography: ‘an approach to research and
writing that seeks to describe and systematically
analyze personal experience in order to
understand cultural experience.’ (Ellis et al. 2011)
Life histories: present the individual’s subjective
evaluation of their experiences:
– An ‘account of a life’

(Auto)biographical writing

•

Other sources

•
•
•

Visual narrative inquiry: photographs, picturing, and
video diaries
Other artifacts: art, poetry, organisational materials, tv,
radio, film theatre
Social media / internet:
– I.e. Facebook, Twitter, blogs, forums
‘Big’ and ‘small’ narratives (Davis, 2013). (To be explored
in day 2)

Poverty 2 Security Project
• Research collaboration developed an ‘infographic’
• ATD Fourth World, Dole Animators and Thrive Teesside
worked with a graphic designer (Dan Farley) and
researcher (Dr Ruth Patrick) to explore solutions to
problems of poverty and insecurity in the UK
• Experiences of poverty and out-of-work benefit receipt
• ‘Voices of experience coming together to solve poverty’
• https://poverty2security.org
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yDVBB4VLce0&feat
ure=youtu.be

‘Stop stockouts’ - visual storytelling to get
media attention (Davidson, 2017)
•
•
•
•

•

Primary health care facilities in Africa plagued by low availability of essential
medicines in public health facilities
‘Stock-outs’ force people to purchase medicines from the higher-priced private
sector or to go without
In June 2009, HAI Africa and partner organisations staged a ‘pill check’ week
Use of text messaging and online mapping tools to enable public to submit an
instant report by SMS when they experienced stock outs
Results, reported via text message, used to populate online map that
highlighted areas where medicine stock-outs were experienced by patients
that week

Commonalities in Narratives
• Narrator: the storyteller is given authority
• Plot: constructed by narrator, selecting and
sequencing actions and events, imposing
meaning on these (emplotment)
• Characters
• Motives
• Scene and context
• Time / chronology
• Values / life lessons

Consider:
Which forms of narrative would you find
useful for planned or possible future
research projects?

• Global project collecting stories of living in cities under the
coronavirus
• Browse the ‘story map’
• https://www.spreadstoriesnotthevirus.com

Workshop 2:
Part I: write your own story
(narrative)

Close of day 1

DAY 2

Day 2
Schedule

10.00 – 10.30

Workshop 2: Part II - sharing our stories and reflections on day 1

10.30 – 11.00

Narrative interviewing

11.00 – 11.45

Workshop 3: Part I –narrative interviewing

11.45 – 12.15

Break

12.15 – 12.45

Workshop 3: Part II – how did your narrative interviews go?

12.45 – 13.00

Innovations: a ‘small stories’ approach to narratives

13.00 – 13.15

Workshop 4: discussion of how you might use ‘small stories’

13.15 – 13.30

Reflections on day 2 and final questions

13.30

Close of day 2

Workshop 2:
Part II: sharing our stories and
reflections on day 1

Narrative interviewing (NI)
• Encourages interviewee to tell a story about a
significant event in their life and social context
(Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000)
• Systemization of this technique by Schütze (1977)
• Reconstruct social events from the perspective of
interviewees as directly as possible
• A narration is ‘elicited on the basis of particular clues,
and, once the informant has started, storytelling will
sustain a flow of narration drawing on underlying tacit
rules’ (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000)

Narrative follows a self-generating schema
1.

2.
3.

Detailed texture: the need to give detailed information in order to
account plausibly for the transition from one event to another.
The narrator tends to give as much detail of events as is necessary
to make the transition between them plausible.
Relevance fixation: the story-teller reports those features of the
event that are relevant according to his or her perspective on the
world. The account of events is selective.
Closing of the gestalt: a core event mentioned in the narration
has to be reported completely, with a beginning, a middle and an
end. The end can be the present, if the actual events are not yet
finished.

The narrative interview (NI)
•
•
•
•

An NI goes beyond the typical ‘question-and-answer’ format
The influence of the interviewer should be minimal
The rules of engagement of the NI restrict the interviewer
The NI goes further than any other interview method in avoiding
pre-structuring the interview
• It uses a specific type of everyday communication, namely storytelling and listening, to reach this objective (Jovchelovitch and
Bauer, 2000)
• The narration schema substitutes the question-answer schema

Language
• The NI technique contrasts different perspectives
• It takes seriously the idea that language, as the medium of
exchange, is not neutral but constitutes a particular
worldview
• Appreciating difference in perspectives, which can be either
between interviewer and informant or between different
informants, is central to the technique
• The interviewer should carefully avoid imposing any form
of language not used by the informant during the interview
(Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000)

Basic phases
of the
narrative
interview

From Jovchelovitch, Sandra; Bauer, Martin W. (2000). Narrative interviewing [online]. London: LSE Research Online. Available at:
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/2633

1. Initiation
• The context of the investigation is explained to the
interviewee
• Ask for permission to record the interview and get
consent from interviewee
• The procedure of the NI is explained: uninterrupted
story-telling, questioning phase, etc.
• To support the introduction of the initial topic visual
aids may be used (i.e. a timeline)

Rules for eliciting a sustainable story
• The initial topic needs to be experiential to the informant
• It must be of personal and of social or communal
significance
• The informant's interest in the topic should not be
mentioned
• The topic is broad to allow the informant to develop a long
story which via past events, leads to the present
• Do not refer to dates, names or places. These should only
be introduced by the informant. (See Jovchelovitch and
Bauer, 2000)

2. Main narration
• When the narration starts, it must not be interrupted until there is a clear
coda
• Coda = the interviewee pauses and signals the end of the story
• During the narration, do not comment other than non-verbal signals of
listening and encouragement to continue
• Take occasional notes for later questioning
• Restrict yourself to active listening, non-verbal or showing interest ('Hmm,
'yes', 'I see’)
• While listening, develop questions for the next phase of the interview
• When the informant marks the coda at the end of the story, probe for
anything else: 'is this all you want to tell me?' or 'is there anything else you
want to say?'

3. Questioning phase
• As the narration comes to a 'natural' end, you should
begin the questioning phase
• Your exmanent questions as interviewer are translated
into immanent questions using the language of the
informant to complete gaps in the study
• The questioning phase should not start until the
interviewer has sufficiently probed the end of the main
narrative

Rules in the questioning phase
1. Do not ask ‘why’ questions: only questions concerning
events like 'what happened before/after/then?' Do not
ask about opinions, attitudes or causes as this invites
justifications and rationalizations
2. Ask only immanent questions (those inherent in what is
said), using only the words of the interviewee. Questions
refer both to events mentioned in the story and to topics
of the research project
3. Do not point to contradictions in the narrative. This helps
to avoid probing rationalization beyond that which occurs
spontaneously

4. Concluding talk
• Small talk often occurs once the recording device is switched off
• Contextual information can often be important for the
interpretation of the data, and it can be crucial for a contextual
interpretation of the informants' accounts.
• Here, you can use ‘why’ questions as an entry point for the analysis,
when the theories and explanations that the story-tellers hold
about themselves become a focus of analysis
• Possibly rate the level of trust the interviewee places in you, which
is important for interpretation of the narration
• Use a notebook to summarize the contents of small-talk
immediately after the interview
• Must ask for consent to record this small-talk in note form

Workshop 3:
Part I: narrative interviewing

25 minute break

Workshop 3:
Part II: how did your
narrative interviews go?

Innovations: a ‘small
stories’ approach to
narratives
•

Issues and questions for dominant
narrative paradigms include:
– Do all stories have an identifiable
beginning, middle, and end?
– What is the required length of a
story, to qualify as a narrative?
– Are narratives always textual?
– What about different societal and
cultural constructions of
narratives?
– Information & communication
technology

‘Small stories’ research
(Georgakopoulou, 2014)
• A paradigm for narrative and identities analysis
• Counter-move to dominant models of narrative studies:
– Defined narrative restrictively and on the basis of textual
criteria
– Privileged the long, relatively uninterrupted, teller-led
accounts of past events or of one’s life story, typically elicited
in research interview situations

• Recognizing ‘the pluralism, heterogeneity and productive
co-existence of narrative activities, big and small, in the
same event, by the same teller, and so on.’ (2014: 3)

’Small stories’ research
•
•

•

•

‘In reality many of our stories are “messy”, with no easily identifiable
endpoints, that develop in different environments and media.’ (2014: 4)
Genre of ‘small stories’ she calls ‘breaking news’:
– Stories of very recent (yesterday) and in some cases evolving (just
now) events that, once introduced into a conversation can be further
updated
Small stories ‘emerge as the counter-stories, the stories that are not
encouraged or allowed in specific environments, that do not fit
expectations of who the tellers should be and what stories they tell.’
(2014: 10)
Social media as ‘small stories’: text-messages, Facebook Status updates,
Twitter and re-tweets shows that breaking news stories abound on these
platforms

Facebook ‘selfies’ as stories
•
•
•

•
•
•

See Georgakopoulou (2016) ‘From narrating the self to posting self(ies): A small
stories approach to selfies.’ Open Linguistics 2: 300–317.
‘Selfies present the semiotic hallmarks of small stories’ (p.300)
Data which can benefit from small stories inquiry into communicative and
social practices on social media
Selfie postings by adolescent women on Facebook
Me selfies, significant other selfies, and group selfies
“…within a small stories framework, far from being narcissistic expressions of
‘ideal selves’, selfies emerge as contextualized and co-constructed
presentations of self, shaped by media affordances” (p.300)

Workshop 4:
Discussion of how you might
use ‘small stories’

•
•

Take away
points: why use
stories in social
research?

•
•

•

You gain valuable access to the personal
experiences of the storyteller
They frame, highlight and reveal life as
experiences in a narrative structure
‘The story’ is the unit of analysis
We can explore various layers of society
and social life via narratives:
– Individual stories of personal
experiences or events
– Collective / community stories –
the function/s they perform in and
for groups (i.e. communities)
– Cultural or organizational stories –
i.e. the stories which professionals
tell themselves (‘cautionary tales’ or
‘strawberry stories’)
Which stories are legitimized, permitted
to be told, or taboo?

Take away
points: the
power of
stories

• They provide an insight into
how we make sense of the
world and our place in it
• Stories are transformative
• They bring about (social)
change
• They empower and ‘give voice’
• They provide rich detailed
insight into the ‘how’ and
‘why’, going beyond statistics

Reflections on day 2 and final
questions

Close of day 2
‘Narrative and life go together and so
the principal attraction of narrative as
method is its capacity to render life
experiences, both personal and social,
in relevant and meaningful ways.’
(Connelly and Clandinin, 1990)
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