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Essential Skills Course: Day 3
Afternoon Session Presentation

Building Worlds:
How telling our story shapes who we are

The World We Live In?

So… we thought we lived here…

Video: 4-minute scene from The West Wing

The Empirical View
(‘Classic Science’)

But this could be the actual world we live in…

 In Empiricism: the mind is conceived as a passive system
that directly observes it’s environment and produces a
perfect copy of reality

Objective Reality

Brain registers
objective reality
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A Constructivist Approach

“We live in an interpreted world”
– Robert Neimeyer (2009)

Constructivism: the mind must interpret it’s environment, by filtering
it through our biases, and then actively imposing meaning and order
upon these interpretations
An active, effortful process of interpretation

Events/Situations

Objective Facts

Our learning,
values, beliefs,
faith, motivations,
hopes, fears,
prejudices,
expectations

Our Interpretation
of reality and
events:
“Our personal
truth”

Story: Making Meaning out of Chaos

"As far as we can discern, the sole purpose of human
existence is to kindle a light of meaning in the
darkness of mere being."
- Carl Jung (1962)

“... our greatest desire, greater even than the desire
for happiness, is that our lives mean something. This
desire for meaning is the originating impulse of
story.”
- Taylor (1996)

From the beginning of
human history…

Let’s take a look at the central role that creating and
sharing stories plays in our lives…

2

22/05/2019

Across all cultures…

At all ages…

We tell stories…

We share the telling of stories
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We narrate our day…

We share histories with our friends…

“Do you remember that time when…”

We want our stories to be heard…

We continue to shape our stories,
throughout life…
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We autobiographise…

We are eulogised…

‘Narrative Psychology’ proposes that…

 Human beings are born storytellers
 We are driven to organise our lives into a coherent, flowing
account (a ‘life story’) that marries life events with acquired
wisdom
 Constructing narrative order from the procession of life’s events
is the primary form by which experience is made meaningful
(Polkinghorne, 1988).

We are active artists in the construction of our own
identity and reality

“People reconstruct the personal past, perceive the present,
and anticipate the future in terms of an internalized and
evolving self-story” (McAdams, 2001)
 This ‘life story’ meta-narrative allows us to experience a
sense of temporal, biographical, causal, and thematic
coherence

The ingredients of stories:

Meaning is created through the way in which stories are told
We weave the events of our lives into stories that contain:
 Themes: for example narratives of redemption versus contamination,
agency (locus of control), communion (e.g. love, connection, isolation,
caring), performance (success versus failure)
 Plot (and subplots) - with characters (heroes, villains, mentors, soul
mates, persecutors) and a coherent story that means A leads to B leads
to C
 Structure (‘Chapters of Life’ that connect to form a whole story; both the
chapters and the whole story may be structured by the ‘beginning,
middle and end’ format)
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Principle 1: the self is storied

6 Principles of
Narrative Psychology

 The quest for a narrative identity begins in adolescents:
“Identity becomes a problem when an adolescent or young
adult first realizes that he or she has been, or could be, many
different (and conflicting) things and experiences a strong
desire, encouraged by society, to be but one (large,
integrated, and dynamic) thing.” (McAdams, 2001, p101)

“Stories do not simply describe the self,
they are the self’s medium of being” (Frank, 1995)

Principle 2: Stories create coherence

 Stories are integrative of the self, creating coherence across time
and events
 We compose a synchronicity in our sense of self, using the
narrative to bridge contradiction in aspects of the self and
impose coherence

Principle 3: Our stories are socially
constructed

“Stories live to be told. Life stories are continually made and
remade in social relationships and in the overall social
context provided by culture” (McAdams, 2001, p118)
 Stories are created within social relationships
 They are discursive, situated, and performative, requiring a
listener/audience (McAdams, 2008)
 The ‘audience’ is not passive, but contributes to the construction

Socially Constructed Narrative Identity
 I am who we agree I am
Identity is scripted through
social interaction and social
practice (Hammack, 2008)
 I am therefore: “co-authored”
 Implications: for the impact of
family narratives and healthy
narratives Vs toxic narratives
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Principle 4: Stories change over time

“We are in the midst of our stories and can not be
sure how they will end; we constantly have to revise
the plot as new events are added to our lives.”
- Polkinghorne (1988)

“The stories we tell about our lives are not necessarily
those lives as they were lived, but these stories
become our experience of those lives… The truth of
experience is malleable” (Frank, 1995)

Principle 5: Stories are cultural texts

 Personal narratives are situated within societies “master
narrative”, rules, and norms (Hammack, 2008)
 Our life roles and occupations come inscribed with predetermined
meaning
 However, we remain active in meaning construction so may
‘negotiate’ with the meaning of inscribed roles

The narrative identity that arises from ones
role within a family

Multiple Identities

We each have multiple narrative identities/roles that are
dependent on certain people and settings
For example…

The narrative identity that resides in our career
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The narrative identity that lives in
our role as a best friend

The narrative identity held in our role as
a partner

Principle 6: Some stories are healthier
than others

Activity: What’s your story?

 “Stories interpret the world, and we can see the world only as
allowed by our stories” (Shank & Abelson, 1990)
 “When stories fail, individuals struggle to live by stories that
cannot adequately sustain them.” (Roberts, 1999)

 Spend 10 minutes writing the ‘contents page’ for your
autobiography…
 What would each of the chapter headings be for your life story
from birth up until now?
 Now consider: what chapters do you anticipate coming in the
future? Write down those chapter titles
 What if… someone crossed through the future chapter titles with
new ones concerning illness or bereavement.
 This is what has happened to the people we are working with

Narrative Disruption

Disrupted Narratives:
Bereavement and other losses

 Significant life events,
such, as a bereavement,
disorder the whole
‘plot’ of our lives
 Shaking the foundations
of everything we took
for granted and
challenging the core of
our narrative identity…
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Illness and bereavement turn the map upside down
and changes the size of all the countries

“The conventional expectation of any narrative is for it
to describe a past that leads into a present that sets in
place a foreseeable future.
The illness story creates a crisis because its present is
not what the past was supposed to lead to, and the
future is scarcely thinkable.” (Frank, 1995)

Repairing Disrupted Narratives

 The crisis can only be restored to health through a narrative
process of:
 Revision and repair
 Replacement of the basic
thematic assumptions
and goals

“A cry just to be rid of pain is not worthy of man…
Man by his very nature finds that he has to question
the pain he endures and seek meaning in it.”
(Saunders, 1962)

Life Review
Life Review
 Triggered by the knowledge that life is coming to an end
 A process of recalling life experiences and unresolved conflicts
with the function of creating new meanings (Caldwell, 2005)
 Questions that arise include:
 What does the final version of my life story look like?

 What has been the meaning/value of my life?
 How will I be remembered?
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Biographical Pain (Johnson, 1990)

 The distress which arises from reviewing the wrongs one has
experienced, both as done to the self or done by the self to
others, which can now never be righted

Narrative Therapy

 Questions that arise include:
• What could have been different?
• What should I have done differently?
• What is left unresolved?

Narrative Therapy
“[Through therapy]… we interact with people in ways that invite
them to relate to their life narratives not as passively received facts,
but as actively constructed stories.
 Narrative therapy seeks to help the person re-author the stories
that are self-limiting and detrimental, and facilitates the
development of new themes and narratives

We hope they will experience their stories as something that they
have a hand in shaping, rather than as something that has already
shaped them… this loosens the grip of restrictive stories…”
(Freedman & Coombs, 1996)
“…[so that] fixed meanings and behaviours are given room,
broadened, shifted, and changed” (Anderson & Goolishian, 1988)

Narrative Approaches to Therapy
The narrative therapist seeks to:
 Thicken/strengthen some aspects of the narrative (e.g. themes of
strength and resilience, positive attributions of self)
 Offer alternative interpretations for unhelpful aspects of the
narrative (e.g. I was weak/deserved the abuse/always failed)
 Contextualise experiences that were attributed to personal failings
(e.g. what resources does a child have in such circumstances)
 Shift the clients perspective (e.g. “if I told you your story as if it
were my own, what would you want to say to me?”)

The therapist…

 Takes a position of “not knowing”/“non-expert”
 Seeks to learn the terrain of the client’s constructed world
 Asks gentle, open questions that invite them to flesh out the
story and tell it as fully and as richly as they wish
 Encourages patients to attend to all aspects of their experience
in their account, including the practical “what happened”, their
emotional responses (then and now), and the meanings they
have ascribed to events (then and now)
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Telling the Story

 Sharing their story in this way often allows clients to actually
hear aloud their own story in its completeness, sometimes for
the first time

Caveats

 Not everyone has a story they are able tell
 “Lead from one step behind”

 The act of narrating in this setting allows an increased sense of
coherence to develop for the person

An Integrative Approach to Therapy









Mindfulness-Based
Systemic
Cognitive-Behavioural
Attachment Theory
Existential
Narrative
Humanistic

A bereaved mother demonstrates the role of
story in her healing…

“My daughter was a normal, healthy young lady, looking
forward to becoming a teenager. Then, a strange sensation
appeared in the muscle of her upper arm and everything
changed! She waged the toughest battle of her life, but died of
cancer in the middle of her thirteenth year. How does a mother
cope with so tragic a loss?...”

“…I told and retold the story.
I talked about how we faced the chemo, the pain, and the fear
together, about the fun we had, about the impact on our family,
about the final days on the wish trip, about her death, about her
friends, about the support of our faith community.
I shared with all who would listen and, gradually, the storytelling
helped me to make sense of things, to cope with the gaping hole in
my world, to find a new normal for myself, to move on.
My daughter stills lives—in eternity, in my memory, in the life I live as
a result of having been her Mum for those 13 ½ years…
… and in the stories – hers, mine, ours.”
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Finally

One thing…
… that you’ll take away from today?

 Sitting and ‘Listen’ poem
 Two readings for Friday
 Communication Skills Handout
 Any final questions?
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